
 
 

Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse. 

 
 That old line would not fit my house this Christmas.  When I got up this 
morning and turned on the lights in my kitchen, I saw a mouse scamper across the 
floor.  I thought I’d noticed one earlier in December as well and has put out a couple 
of boxes of D-Con in hopes of eliminating any such problem.  They’d clearly not had 
any effect, though.  What’s more, I found in inspecting under my sink that a mouse 
has gnawed through the plastic bag in which I’d stored a third container of D-Con, but 
had left the contents undisturbed.  I’d never before noticed such creatures in the nearly 
forty years I’ve lived in my apartment.  I suspect the eerily warm winter we’ve had this 
year threw things out of balance, though.  While I certainly am not a fan of having 
rodent roommates, if anything finding this one made me glad to be leaving.  While of 
course I’d have to deal with it when I returned, it would be nice to postpone the 
problem. 

 
I packed up my car in between sips of coffee and set off right at 8am.  I 

stopped on the way out of town to drop off some bottles and cans at a charity collection 
site.  Then I set off southward. 

 
Traffic was surprisingly light for just before a holiday.  The strangest thing I 

noticed was that virtually all the vehicles on the road seemed to be from out of state.  
It was especially weird to see cars from Wisconsin heading east on highway 20.  I’d 
expect them to be going the opposite direction right before Christmas. 

 

 
 

I drove down to Ankeny and then made several stops there.  First I bought gas at Casey’s.  Ankeny has just about the cheapest 

gas in Iowa, so even though I really didn’t need to fill up, I did.  The pump price was $2.789 (six cents less than in Algona, and with a few 

Hy-Vee points I got the price down to $2.72. 

 

 Next I stopped at Target.  I browsed a while, but found absolutely nothing I wanted to buy.  I did however use their restroom.  

Next I went over to Wal-Mart.  I mostly picked up travel-sized toiletries.  The shopping went quickly, but unfortunately that wasn’t the case 

with checking out.  While I was waiting in line a supervisor came past and shut down the register where I was waiting.  There was no 

apology or anything—just suddenly I had to move.  I went to the back of a nearby line, and that ended up taking even longer.  A woman 

in front of me was both buying a gift card and trying to pay with another gift card, and there were issues with both ends of that transaction.  

A supervisor had to do multiple overrides, and it took more than ten minutes just for her to finish. 

 

 After Wal-Mart I went over to Panera to have lunch.  While I usually like Panera, this was far from my favorite meal there.  I had 

a “pick two” with a Southwest salad and chili.  The salad came with five slices of avocado (all of which I threw away—I don’t care for 

either the flavor or texture of avocado) and was otherwise pretty much tasteless.  The chili did have a bit of flavor, but the beans in it were 

al dente at best and actually closer to rock hard.  Needless to say, I won’t be ordering either of those items again. 

 

 My final stop in Ankeny was at Walgreen’s.  The main thing I bought there was a box of rodenticide that will sit in the back of my 

car until I get back home.  Hopefully it will be more effective against the mice than the D-Con was. 

 

 I took the beltway around Des Moines and reached my brother Paul’s house in Indianola about 12:30pm.  I was pleasantly 

surprised that my brother Steve was there as well.  He was on a holiday break at Pella Corp and had come up to play board games with 

Paul.  I had a nice visit while they and my niece Rachel were playing. 

 

 I lounged around Paul’s place in the afternoon and evening and had visited with him and Nancy.  Around 10pm we all went to 

bed. 

 



 
 

 I slept fairly well, but I was still wide awake at 6am.  Shortly after getting up, I attempted to check my blood glucose, only to find 

that the meter had a dead battery.  So, after munching on some holiday Chex mix for breakfast, I headed to Walgreen’s to try to get things 

working properly.  It cost essentially the same (about $20) to get either a battery or a whole glucose meter.  I got the new meter, though 

for some reason I couldn’t get the test strips to register properly in it.  I was, however, able to swap out the battery from the new unit into 

the old one, and that worked fine. 

 

 The TV and internet were full of news that various airlines (including Delta, the one I was flying on) had cancelled hundreds of 

flights because of staffing issues due to COVID.  Fortunately, at least as of this morning, my flights were still listed as “on time”.   Hopefully 

that would continue. 

 

 Today was mostly a slow and uneventful day.  I visited with Paul, Nancy, and Rachel, we had a nice lunch, and we watched 

quite a bit of TV.  Then, about fifteen minutes before I had to leave John and Janet arrived.  I had a quick visit with them, and it was 

definitely good to see them again. 

 

 About 2:00 I left to head up to the Des Moines airport.  Traffic was very heavy, and tons of people were turning off the whole 

way from Indianola up to the beltway.  I made it through all right, but it was a much more annoying drive than yesterday’s had been. 

 

 I got to the airport around 2:30 and found that the parking ramp was extremely full.  A sign said there were only 31 spaces 

remaining in the entire facility.  I’d chosen to park in the airport ramp in case there might be bad weather while I was gone.  I ended up 

on the roof, though, so that kind of defeated any advantage the ramp had. … Oh well! 

 

 Making my way through the terminal was more complicated than I anticipated.  There’s a skywalk connecting the parking ramp 

and the terminal, but it has obviously been added on as an afterthought.  I had to take an elevator downstairs, which dumped me out in 

baggage claim.  From there the signs for ticketing and security were confusing at best. 

 
 Once I found security, it was pretty straightforward.  There was practically no 
line at all, and while the machine sensed some anomaly around my ankle, the agent 
soon deduced there was nothing out of the ordinary there.  I gathered up my stuff 
again and was soon on the concourse.  Weirdly, it appeared my plane was already at 
Gate C-4-A when I arrived.  It was still nearly an hour before we were scheduled to 
board, but there was a plane at the gate and my flight was the only one listed on the 
board there.  I’m used to waiting for an incoming flight to arrive and be turned around 
just shortly before boarding, so this was quite unexpected indeed.  I found out later 
that SkyWest, the “Delta Connection” operator, has a service base in Des Moines, so 
they keep planes overnight in Iowa before sending them out again. 
 
 According to the Delta phone app, boarding was supposed to start at 3:40pm.    

At that time the gate agent got on his microphone and told us this would be an entirely full flight and that they needed to courtesy check 

fifteen carry-on bags.  He clarified that this was not the standard valet check, where you claim the bags on landing.  Instead they would 

actually print a tag and check the bags to people’s final destination.  I debated whether to do this myself or not, but before long they had 

fifteen other bags.  There was plenty of space in my part of the aircraft, so it turned out there was no problem. 

 

 The Delta app said we’d be departing on time, but arrival would be late.  That seemed a bit odd.  I had a long layover, though, 

so a late arrival wouldn’t be a problem. 

 

 At 3:50 they announced pre-boarding (disabled people and those with small children).  No sooner had that begun, though, then 

the agent announced there would be a short delay.  The agent walked down the jetway, locking the door behind him.  After about five 

minutes he was back again and continued the boarding process. 

 

 I was in the third group to board.  I had a “comfort plus” seat (basically coach, but with slightly more legroom, though they try to 

bill it as more than that), so I boarded right after first class.  When I’d checked the app this morning, no one was in the seat next to mine 

(7-C).  However, when they actually boarded, an unaccompanied minor was assigned to that seat.  He just listened to music the whole 

flight, so I had no interaction with him at all. 

 

 There was a woman who was sitting a few rows behind me (in a regular coach seat) who was upgraded to comfort plus (seat 5-

D) so a family could sit together.  She was later re-assigned again to first class (seat 1-A) so that a couple traveling with a guide dog 

could have more room for the canine companion.  (Row 5 had even more legroom than the rest of comfort plus, so it worked well for the 

dog to be there. 

 



 After all the scheduled passengers had boarded, they boarded three people who had been bumped from a flight earlier in the 

day.  Then they boarded two flight attendants who were travelling “non-revenue” to Salt Lake City.  In the end every seat on the plane 

was filled. 

 

 Most of the passengers were families, presumably traveling to be with other relatives over the holidays.  At least three people 

(including a mother with a toddler across the aisle from me) had also brought pets as their carry-on items.   Surprisingly both the kids and 

the pets were quite well behaved.  Hopefully Santa took notice. 

 

 As we waited to taxi the pilot told us the reason for the scheduled delay on arrival was that we’d have a 140mph headwind for 

most of the trip.  He also told us to expect some moderate turbulence. 

 

 They closed the plane door at 4:12pm, eight minutes ahead of schedule, and we pushed back from the gate at 4:17.  We just 

sat there until 4:23 waiting for clearance to taxi.  Once we did, we were in the air almost immediately. 

 

 This turned out to be one of the roughest flights I’ve ever been on.  They delayed the start of the drink service, and the pilot told 

the flight attendants to just sit in their jumpseats for the last forty-five minutes of the flight.  They didn’t do the usual round with a garbage 

bag before landing.  The woman in 5-B threw up before we landed, and it wouldn’t surprise me if there were others in a similar situation.  

It really was a roller-coaster ride. 

 

 According to Delta’s publicity, comfort plus passengers are treated to “premium snacks”.  On this flight that meant a bag of potato 

chips in addition to the ginger-snap cookies they gave to every passenger.  I also had coffee and the smallest can of ginger ale I’ve ever 

seen (7.5 ounces, and apparently 80 calories).  After the service, I spent pretty much the entire flight reading from the Kindle app on my 

phone. 

 

 We landed in Salt Lake City at 6:12, which was just four minutes after we’d originally been scheduled to land.  While the moments 

before landing were extremely rough, we had a nice view of the city lights and the snowcapped mountains beyond.  After landing we had 

a very long taxi, and then the pilot came on to say we’d be waiting until a crew arrived to marshal us to the parking area. 

 

 It was indeed a parking area rather than a gate where we ended up.  It was raining when we landed, and I got a bit wet as I 

walked down a long ramp to a bus that would take us to the terminal.  Apparently there is major construction going on at SLC airport, and 

all the gates on the B-concourse are currently closed to planes.  The bus let us off at a little shack that led to a long, long ramp (fortunately 

enclosed this time) that we had to walk up to get to the gate.  It reminded me of the long walks to customs I’d done at many international 

airports. 

 

 It was about 6:45 when I walked inside the terminal.  Almost all the stores and restaurants were open at that point, but when 

7pm came around the vast majority shut up tight.  I ended up having a refrigerated chef salad for my dinner. It was actually pretty good, 

and by airport standards not too unreasonably priced ($7.95). 

 

 I ate my salad in a nice waiting area next to the Delta Sky Club lounge.  (Even first class passengers can’t access Delta’s lounges 

these days; it’s all based on frequent flyer status.)  I also spent some time writing on this travelogue.  Then I made my way to Gate A-20, 

where I was again surprised to see our plane was already at the gate about an hour before boarding was supposed to begin. 

 
Nutcracker and poinsettias by a men’s room 

Salt Lake City International Airport 

 
 I should mention that SLC airport was beautifully decorated for the 
holidays.  I couldn’t begin to count how many thousands of poinsettias they 
had lining every concourses, and there were also garlands and stars 
throughout.  Probably the most amusing were the decorations they had 
outside all the restrooms.  Each men’s room had a giant nutcracker by its 
door, while the Christmas trees were beside the ladies’ rooms.  I’m pretty 
sure the choice of nutcrackers and Christmas trees was intentional.  If you 
picture the silhouette of those holiday decorations, they look remarkably like 
the generic male and female symbols on restroom signage. 
 
 They began boarding at 8:45, and I went down the jetway at 8:50.  
My seat on this Airbus A321 was weird.  I’d chosen it because it was an exit 
row, but I’d probably have preferred most of the other Comfort Plus seats to 
the one I got.  The advantage was that there was almost infinite legroom, but 
there were plenty of disadvantages as well.  The seating chart showed only 
two seats (E and F) on my side of Row 13, instead of the usual three.  There 
were only two passenger seats, but on the aisle was the jumpseat for the 
flight attendant.  Because of the attendant station, the overhead storage 
cabinet in this row was reserved for emergency supplies.  There was also no 
window in the exit door, there were no video screens in the seatbacks in front 
of us, and the tray tables had to be pulled out from the armrests (which in 
turn narrowed the seat width slightly).   The latter issues were probably 
because of the generous legroom.  It would have been all but impossible to 
reach a touchscreen or pull a tray out from the row in front of us. 

 



 
David Burrow by the flight attendant jumpseat on an Airbus 321 

 Even after I’d boarded the seat next to me was 
shown as empty on the Delta phone app.  However, at the 
last minute it was assigned to a “non-revenue” pilot being 
transferred to Phoenix for another flight.  He attempted to 
chat with the stewardess, but when she gave only minimal 
responses, he mostly just flipped through his phone. 
 
 I did find out from their conversation that the 
stewardess had been hired by Delta right before COVID 
and was laid off almost immediately after she was hired.  
She’s actually been working for just three months, which 
makes her one of the most junior flight attendants on the 
airline.  The pilot, on the other hand, had been with Delta 
for more than ten years.  Both flight attendants and pilots 
bid for their flights based on seniority, so the pilot would be 
flying to Maui on Christmas Day, with a 48-hour layover 
there.  The stewardess, on the other hand, would be flying 
from Phoenix to Seattle, then to Bozeman, Montana, on to 
Minneapolis, and finally to Milwaukee.  On the 26th she 
would fly to Detroit, Atlanta and finally back to her base in 
Fort Lauderdale. 
 

 We pushed back from the gate at 9:17, slightly ahead of schedule.  The pilot cautioned us that there would likely be some 

turbulence both on take-off and landing.  There was a small amount, but overall this was a much smoother flight than the previous one. 

 

 The service on this flight was quite minimal.  There was no “premium” snack at all, just a choice of cookies or almonds together 

with those 7.5-ounce cans of Coca-Cola products.  It was about half the length of the previous flight, but even so the flight attendant spent 

most of her time sitting in the jumpseat.  After the drink service I went back to reading from the Kindle app. 

 

 There was no turbulence at all on landing, and without a window it caught me by surprise when we actually touched down.  We 

were on the runway exactly at 11pm, eighteen minutes ahead of schedule.  There was a long taxi to get to the gate, but I was still in the 

terminal before we were supposed to arrive. 

 

 Absolutely nothing was open at 11:00 Christmas Eve in the Phoenix airport.  There were a lot of people there, and flights would 

be leaving as late as 2:30am.  The stores and restaurants were locked up tight, though, so if people wanted anything, vending machines 

would have to suffice. 

 

 I followed sign after sign, eventually making my way to the exit from the secure part of the airport and then to an escalator that 

led up to the PHX SkyTrain, the airport people mover.  A train soon came, and when it left Terminal 3 I was the only person on board the 

entire train.  We did pick up a bunch of people at the much larger Terminal 4, though.  (By the way, there are only two terminals at PHX, 

but they’re called 3 and 4—having replaced two much smaller terminals.)  About half the passengers got off at the economy parking 

ramp, and the rest (including me) rode to the end of the line at 44th Street Station.  There’s a free parking lot at 44th Street where people 

can wait to pick up arriving passengers, intercity buses also leave from there, and there’s a huge skywalk that connects to a station on 

Phoenix’s light rail line. 

 

 I made my way to the light rail station, but I didn’t catch a train.  Instead I just walked down the platform to the exit at the corner 

of 44th and Washington Streets.  The hotel I was staying at (the Crowne Plaza—PHX Airport) was right across the street from there.   

 

 I made a snap decision not to take the sidewalk to the hotel entrance, but rather to cut across a parking lot.  That’s because a 

bus stop along the sidewalk appeared to be the permanent residence of a homeless family.  The parking lot may not have been the wisest 

choice, though.  It was a gravel lot that the hotel uses for park-and-fly customers.  There had been heavy rain in Phoenix the past couple 

of days, and the lot was badly flooded.  I carried my bag the whole way instead of rolling it, and I had to be very careful to avoid getting 

my shoes soaked. 

 

 There was a fairly long wait when I got to the check-in desk.  The clerk was dealing with a scruffy-looking college-aged kid who 

claimed he had forgotten what room he was in.  He wanted the clerk to look up the room number for what he said was his name, but 

when she asked him for ID, he didn’t have any to show her.  It made me wonder if the kid wasn’t trying to figure out where some famous 

person was staying.  After arguing for quite a while with the clerk, the kid said he’d have to go to his car to get the ID.  My bet is he never 

returned. 

 

 Once she did serve me, the clerk had trouble finding my reservation.  It turned out that the reason was that I’d done online check-

in through the hotel’s website.  Doing that took me off the reservations list and put me on the actual guest list.  Once she checked in the 

right place, she finished the check-in quickly and gave me my keys.  She noted that I’d need to use the key to operate the elevator.  With 

all the homeless people in the area, that’s probably a good thing. 

 



 
Christmas tree in the lobby 
Crowne Plaza—PHX Airport 

 I rode the elevator up to the 10th floor (the top floor of ‘60s concrete slab building)  
The Presidential suite is on the 10th floor, but I was assigned much more modest digs—a 
very standard double queen room.  After opening the door, the first thing I did was to switch 
the climate control from heat to air conditioning.  The actual room temperature was 84 
degrees when I entered, and I wanted to get it down to something more reasonable.   
 
 I got settled in fairly quickly.  I unwound with a bit of TV and was asleep around 
12:30am. 
 

 
  
 I was up about 6:30 this morning.  In checking my e-mail I learned the sad news 
that my cousin Gaylord Converse had died of COVID-19.  He apparently went from healthy 
to hospice care in a week’s time.  I’ll certainly be thinking of his wife Vicky and their whole 
family.   My cousin Jerry has also been  hospitalized with  cancer and  heart issues, so it’s  

certainly not the happiest of Christmases for the Bill Burrow family.  Hopefully things will look up for them in the coming weeks. 

 

 The shower in my hotel room was quite powerful.  Unfortunately I can’t say the same about the bathroom sink.   The sink had a 

weird modern design, with water flowing down the exterior like a little waterfall.  I’m sure some designer thought that was the coolest thing 

ever, but it made it all but impossible to get the toothpaste residue out of my toothbrush. 

 
 Since few places are open Christmas day, I decided to have 
breakfast at the hotel restaurant.  Like at all “nice” hotels, that cost extra.  I 
parted with $19 (plus tip) for their buffet, with the only positive of the price 
being that drinks were also included.  The buffet did include just about 
anything anyone might want for breakfast.  I had scrambled eggs (made from 
actual eggs rather than powder), bacon that was both thick and crispy, an 
yogurt parfait with the berries on top arranged in a smiley face, a slice of 
watermelon, and some raisin bread with honey butter.  They also had 
sausage, boiled eggs, tons of other fruit and bread options, cereal, and 
breakfast burritos.  The only real issue was that the eggs and bacon were 
cold.  I think the sterno candles went out under their chafing dishes. 
 
 An intriguing feature of the restaurant was that each table had a 
small cactus as a centerpiece.  Many (including the one at my table) were 
true “Christmas cacti”, in bloom for the holiday season.  I’m not really a cactus 
fan, but the miniature succulents did make nice centerpieces. 
 
 After breakfast I walked over to the light rail station.  I’d bought day 
passes for Phoenix transit before my trip, and I’d certainly get good value out   

of the first of those today.  Individual bus or train rides in Phoenix cost $2 each, and there are no transfers except for the day pass.  I’d 

have paid $18 today for individual rides, but with the pass the total was just four bucks.  I’d get similarly good value out of day passes the 

other days I was in Phoenix. 

 

 While I waited on the platform a robotic female voice wished me “happy holidays”.  I’d get very familiar with that computer voice, 

since she’s very much the voice of Phoenix transit.  They obviously used an old, cheap voice synthesizer to record all their 

announcements. 

 

 Both eastbound and westbound trains arrived at 44th Street at the same time.  The eastbound one intrigued me, because it was 

wrapped with an ad for Creighton University.  I’m not sure why Phoenicians would want to go to college in Omaha, but that’s where 

Creighton is marketing.  (I’d find out later that Creighton has a campus in Phoenix that exclusively serves health science majors.) 

 

 I boarded the westbound train and spent about fifteen minutes riding through the rather dumpy industrial area that separates the 

airport from downtown Phoenix.  I exited at Washington and Central, right in the heart of downtown.  You’d never guess from i ts skyline 

that there are 1.6 million people in the city of Phoenix and 4.5 million in the metro area.  Downtown Phoenix looks remarkably like 

downtown Des Moines.  It’s a small collection of low and mid-rise buildings.  The tallest are a handful of hotels and office buildings in the 

20-floor range.  Unlike Des Moines, there’s no skywalks connecting the buildings—though I’d think those would be every bit as useful in 

Arizona summers as they are in Iowa winters. 

 



 I soon made my way to my first destination of the day, St. Mary’s Basilica.  Though it’s the oldest church in Phoenix, the basilica 

only dates to the early 20th Century.  It’s built to look like a Spanish mission, but the nearest the actual missionaries got to here was 

Tucson, 100 miles to the south. 

  
 While it isn’t particularly old, St. Mary’s is a truly beautiful church.  Pope John Paul II designated it a basilica when he said mass 

there back in the ‘70s.  It was especially nice decked out for Christmas with a sea of poinsettias and some enormous, though scraggly 

desert junipers.  There were wreaths beneath each of the stations of the cross, and an enormous creche was set up at one of the side 

altars. 

 

 I’d come here for their 9:00 Christmas day mass.  It lasted far too long (an hour and twenty minutes), but it really was a very 

enjoyable service.  It was formal and dignified without coming across as stuffy.  The church has a grand organ, and for Christmas they 

had brass accompanying it.  There was also a small but talented choir, and the lectors read flawlessly.  Something I particularly liked was 

that they had a congregational sign of peace—just words and gestures, but still the first passing of the peace I’ve seen since COVID. 

 

 Speaking of COVID, everyone in the congregation and clergy was masked, and people were distributed fairly well throughout 

the sanctuary.  The place apparently held 1,050 when the pope said mass there, so the 200 or so who were there on Christmas morning 

could social distance adequately. 

 

 After mass I walked south three blocks and caught an eastbound train right outside the Diamondbacks’ ballpark.  This was a 

much more colorful ride than the one I’d taken to get downtown.  There were two large security guards in the car (one black and one 

Hispanic), and they were detaining a middle-aged white man who was clearly drunk at 10:30 in the morning.  The guy was not violent at 

all, but he was a bit crude.   

 
 I stopped briefly at the hotel and then set off 
again.  I’d originally planned to catch the bus heading 
northbound on 44th Street right across from the hotel.  I 
could see from my hotel room, though, that this particular 
bus stop was another little homeless camp.  So I walked 
on the other side of 44th Street up a couple blocks and 
waited at a much more pleasant bus stop.  I was by myself 
there for about ten minutes, and then two other people 
joined me for the last few minutes of the wait. 
 
 There are a lot of homeless people in greater 
Phoenix.  I didn’t see camps on the sidewalks like I did in 
Portland and Seattle, but there are lots of people who 
seem to live at bus stops, and there are bums panhandling 
even in some of the nicest areas of the suburbs.  The vast 
majority appear to be middle-aged men, though there are 
a few homeless women as well.  What’s more, unlike in the 
Pacific Northwest, I also saw whole families who appeared 
to be spending their nights on the benches at bus stops.   

 
Homeless people at a bus stop at 44th & Washington – Phoenix 

About three-fourths of the homeless are white (Anglo), with the remainder black.  There appear to be no Hispanics among Phoenix’s 

homeless.  While I heard that homelessness is a problem among Native Americans, I did not see any native homeless myself. 

 

 While it’s pleasant in Phoenix at Christmas (highs around 60 and lows in the upper 40s), I can’t imagine what it must be like to 

be homeless here in summer.  It’s common for highs to be over 110 in July and August, and the overnight lows can still be in the 80s.  

Supposedly in summer homeless people spend their days riding the light rail from end to end, because for four bucks (or free if they 

evade the fare) they can get all the air conditioning they want in a day. 



 I caught bus 44 and headed northward for half an hour or so.  In that time a couple of passengers stood out.  One was a rather 

ragged looking man in a Marines T-shirt who sat in the seat in front of me and counted out the thirty-four dollars in cash he had in his 

possession over and over again.  Another was an obese guy who used a handicapped pass and occupied a lot of the driver’s time getting 

a ramp lowered so he could board and leave.  What really stood out, though, was that they guy was walking perfectly well, but he was 

pushing a wheelchair that seemed to be filled with his possessions. 

 
 The most noteworthy sight out the window on this trip was 
Camelback Mountain, which is probably the most famous natural feature 
in the Phoenix area.  The so-called Valley of the Sun is basically 
surrounded by mountains, but the double peak of Camelback stands out 
because it’s right in the middle of the valley.  From some directions it 
makes a pretty view.  Unfortunately, though, most of Camelback is 
private land, and from other directions you can see that people have built 
houses halfway up, spoiling the view for those below.  

 

 Pretty much all of greater Phoenix is laid out on a very strict grid.  The design and spacing of streets is very similar to Chicago.  

As in the Windy City, every half mile in Phoenix there’s a major street.  In Phoenix these tend to be four to six lanes, and they’re mostly 

just run-on business strips.  They attempt to dress up the buildings with fake adobe facades, but it’s just mile after mile of mimimalls. 

 

 There are two very different kinds of residential areas in Phoenix.  I rather liked the older areas, which date to the ‘50s and ‘60s 

and reminded me of the neighborhood where I grew up in Iowa.  While most of the houses are stucco rather than wood, they have open 

yards that the street, and they’re painted a wide range of colors.  The newer neighborhoods are invariably built as “communities” with 

walls facing onto the main streets and fences dividing the yards.  The homes are much bigger, but they look drab and boring.  Everything 

new in Phoenix is built of beige stucco.  While developers brag that they use natural desert colors, I assume they really chose them 

because they’re neutral.  Often the communities have rules that won’t let owners paint their homes green or blue or yellow or red; it always 

has to be dusty beige. 

 
I got off the bus at the corner of Tatum Boulevard 

and Lincoln Drive in the suburb of Paradise Valley.  This is 
one of the wealthiest places in America, and its houses are 
almost exclusively hidden behind very tall walls.  Right at 
this corner there are two big golf resorts that are also 
walled off from view.  I wasn’t here for golf, though.  The 
biggest open space in the area is a lovely little park called 
the Barry Goldwater Memorial.  The senator and 
Presidential candidate lived in Paradise Valley, and he’s 
easily the most famous Arizona politician.  The park has 
an enormous statue of Goldwater, some quotes that put 
his political views in the best possible light, and some 
immaculately maintained short hiking trails that show off 
desert plants.  I spent thirty minutes (the time between two 
buses) there, and it was a very pleasant half hour. 

 
I caught the next bus 44 and continued 

northward.  On this leg there was just one other person on 
the bus, a middle-aged Hispanic woman.  After about 
fifteen minute we stopped at the Paradise Valley Transit 
Center, which is in a tree-filled park next to a shopping 
mall.  The Hispanic woman got up, told the driver where 
she was eventually going, and asked if there was anything  

 
“Selfie” at Barry Goldwater Memorial 

other than houses there.  The driver said that it was just a residential area.  The woman then confirmed that buses came every half hour 

and said she would be waiting in this area.  Apparently she was supposed to be at a party that wouldn’t start for another hour and a half, 

and she didn’t want to just be wandering through a boring neighborhood waiting for it to start. 

 

As it turned out, I’d be waiting a while at the Paradise Valley Transit Center, too.  After we’d been there about five minutes the 

driver explained that we were waiting for a replacement driver.  She said she hoped the replacement would be there, but yesterday no 

one had shown up.  She then left me in the bus and went outside to talk on her phone.  Eventually she came back and told me I might as 

well get out as well.  The dispatcher had told her the replacement driver was on the way, but apparently they’d gotten lost finding the 

transit center (which is at the junction of two major streets). 

 

I waited about twenty minutes before the replacement driver did show up.  Then it took another five minutes to get her signed 

in.  The new driver had never driven this particular route before, so the woman she was replacing had to explain a few of the quirks of it 

to her.  By the time we left it was nearly time for the next bus to arrive. 

 

I rode about ten minutes further north, to the junction of Tatum and Mayo Boulevards, right next to the beltway at the far north 

edge of the city.  This is one of the few places where there’s still undeveloped land available, and the bus let me out next to an empty lot 



with scrubby grass and cactus in it.  I was at the northeast corner of the intersection, and my destination was at the southwest corner.  

So I crossed both streets, a well-landscaped yard, and a large parking area and finally reached my next destination:  the Musical 

Instrument Museum. 

 

While I went there mostly because it was one of the few points of interest open on Christmas Day, the Musical Instrument 

Museum was definitely a highlight of this trip.  The place is absolutely enormous, and it really is most fascinating.  Opened in 2010, it was 

endowed by the former CEO of Target, who retired to the Phoenix area.  He spent his money well, and so did the other major benefactors. 

 
Musical Instrument Museum 

 

 
There are many different parts to the museum, and the vast majority 

of the 15,000+ items in their collection appear to be on display.  I began with 
their special exhibition, which was called “Treasures”.  It highlighted 
instruments that were known as much for their artistic significance as for the 
music they play.  I really enjoyed the exhibit, but—like most of the museum—
it’s impossible to find words that adequately describe it. 
 
 The permanent galleries include one that traces the history of 
various classes of musical instruments.  In that they also show just how 
pianos, violins, and guitars are made (including several Steinway grand 
pianos that were stopped in different phases of the manufacturing process).  
There’s another gallery devoted to instruments that had been played by 
various famous people (from Johnny Cash to Pablo Casals to Ringo Starr).  
It’s amazing just how heavily worn most of those instruments were, but of 
course they saw hard use in night after night of concerts over the years.  
There’s also a gallery devoted exclusively to mechanical musical 
instruments:  music boxes, player pianos, nickelodeons, and carnival 
calliopes.  Almost all of these are still in working order, and they do periodic 
live demonstrations of them. 
 
 The upstairs galleries are divided up into regions.  The museum has 
instruments from over 200 countries and territories, and they use the 
instruments to explain the different cultures of the places they come from.  
About half the space is devoted to the U.S. and Canada, with the galleries 
further broken up into regions of those countries.  The rest displays 
instruments from Europe, Asia, Latin America, Africa, and Oceania.  It’s 
fascinating what’s the same and what’s different in instruments from different 
places.  Almost every culture created something similar to a guitar, for 
instance, but not all have bowed instruments like a violin.  There are drums 
of various sorts (often made of recycled containers in Third World countries), 
and most cultures have either a type of flute or panpipes.  Metal instruments 
are much less universal, though. 
 
 All visitors to the museum are given headphones to wear during 
their visit.  Normally I’m not a fan of headphones, but it was just about the 
only way they could make this museum work.  The phones have very precise 
locators, so when you stand by any display you hear music played by the 
instruments you’re looking at or hear appropriate explanations.  It really made 
the museum come alive. 
 

 When I bought my ticket online I felt the $27 entry fee was steep.  I 
easily got that much value from the place, though, and I’d strongly 
recommend that anyone who happens to be in the area go there.  I spent 
more than two hours wandering through the exhibits, and I barely scratched 
the surface.  True music fans could easily spend an entire day there. 
 
 I  timed my exit by  when the bus I wanted to take would be leaving.   

It must have come earlier than the scheduled time, though, because it wasn’t there any time close to when I got to the bus stop.  In fact, 

I waited a full 35 minutes to catch a bus that was supposed to come every half hour. 

 

 The stop where I waited (the southeast corner of Tatum and Mayo) was a very typical Valley Metro bus stop.  It was made 

entirely of beige or brown painted metal, with a roof shading a small bench.  Even with the shade, those metal benches must be miserable 

in summer.  There was a sign above the bench that said that passengers were only allowed to wait for 1 hour in each 8-hour period.  

Presumably that rule is to keep homeless people from spending the whole day there—though obviously it’s not strictly enforced.  Most 

bus stops also have a stop number that you can text to their “next ride” service to find out how long the wait will be.  This one didn’t have 

that sign, though, so I had no way of knowing how long I’d be sitting there. 

 

 Compared to most bus stops, this one was rather clean.  Like almost everywhere else in Phoenix, the bus stops tend to be badly 

littered.  They do enforce a rule that no food or drink is allowed on buses, so tons of people leave their pop cups (the one piece of litter 

at this particular stop),  chip bags,  and burger boxes  at  the bus stop.    There are always trash cans beside the stops,  but it seems the 



 

majority of people don’t even realize they’re there.  It’s not just at the bus 
stops, either.  Even in the nicer areas, there’s trash strewn all along the major 
streets.   
 
 Given all the trash, it surprised me that there’s not much in the way 
of graffiti in Phoenix.  All those beige concrete walls would certainly lend 
themselves to tagging, but very few are actually marked up.  In fact Tatum 
and Mayo was one of the few places I did see graffiti.  Someone had spray 
painted the words “MATT’S BLUES SUCK” both on the trash can and on the 
back of the bus bench.  I’m not sure what that was supposed to mean, but 
hopefully Matt wasn’t too offended by it. 
  

 Eventually bus 186 showed up.  As in Chicago, most of Phoenix’s buses run in a straight line for most of the length of a major 

street.  Bus 186 is a small exception.  For most of its length it runs along Union Hills Road.  Then it turns up Tatum for half a mile and 

runs east on Mayo Boulevard, a relatively new road that was only built when the Mayo Clinic built a hospital here in 1987.  Many of the 

bus numbers give an indication as to where the bus runs.  On the north/south streets, the bus number will be the same as the street (like 

bus 44 on 44th Street), while on east/west streets, the number most often has to do with the location of the street.  Mayo Boulevard, for 

instance is 186 blocks north of Washington (the north/south divider in the city)—hence bus 186. 

 

 I rode the bus about 3½ miles east.  We passed an undeveloped area, then the Arizona campus of the Mayo Clinic, then an 

industrial area with lots of high-tech companies, and then a sea of apartments.  I got off at Allied Way, which is in the midst of a retail 

development called “Scottsdale 101”.  It’s in the city of Scottsdale and takes its name from Arizona highway 101, the beltway that runs 

north of the metro area.  You could find almost any “big box” store or chain restaurant here, though almost all of them were closed on 

Christmas.  There appeared to be three things in the entire complex that were open:  a massive movie multiplex, a bowling alley called 

“Bowlero 101”, and the place I was headed for dinner—a Middle Eastern restaurant called AZ Kabob. 

 

 I’d come across AZ Kabob while doing an online search for restaurants that were open on Christmas.  This wasn’t a holiday for 

Moslem people, so it makes sense they’d have the same hours they do any weekend.  I had chicken shawarma that was beautifully 

presented on a square plate with a nice salad on one side and fluffy rice on the other.  The dinner also came with pita bread and two 

different sauces, and I also had iced tea.  Everything was delicious, and while it may have been a non-traditional Christmas dinner, it was 

a good one. 

 

 After finishing my dinner I walked to another bus stop at the east edge of the shopping complex.  The stop is identified as 

“Scottsdale Road and Pima Freeway”, and it is located just past the exit ramp from highway 101.  It’s interesting that this  is called the 

Pima Freeway.  I’d done some reading about Phoenix’s highways before this trip, and highway 101 has an interesting history.  About half 

of the route (basically from Scottsdale Road eastward) runs through the Pima Indian Reservation, and it took years for the DOT and the 

tribe to negotiate.  As part of the deal the tribe retained development rights at every exit.  They’ve opened two different casinos along 

highway 101, and they also get a cut from all the fast food, convenience stores, and hotels at those exits.   

 

 While I was waiting a ragged-looking man in camo clothes passed by on the sidewalk.  He made his way to a ditch beside the 

off-ramp where he had stored a bicycle and several bags that presumably held his belongings.  I wouldn’t be surprised if at night he takes 

over this bus stop. 

 

 Scottsdale is one of the richest cities in America, though the mansions of its residential areas are well hidden.  Scottsdale 

Boulevard was just an endless suburban strip.  The businesses were mostly upscale (like a Mercedes dealership and a furrier), but the 

view was just one minimall after another on either side of a six-lane super-street. 

 
 I rode southward to the Scottsdale Fashion Centre, a ritzy mall that has effectively 
become the city’s downtown.  I went across the street from the mall to my next destination, a 
place I’d get a Christmas treat.  This was the Sprinkles Cupcake ATM.  Sprinkles is a chain of 
bakeries based in Beverly Hills.  They’ve got stores in rich neighborhoods all over America.  
Their “ATMs” are actually vending machines that dispense sweet treats.  I’d used one before in 
Chicago, and I figured a cupcake might make a nice dessert on Christmas Day.  I bought a 
chocolate marshmallow cupcake.  It was dry and surprisingly flavorless (which was also the 
case with the one I bought in Chicago), but the process of buying the thing was fun. 
 
 Just south of the mall was an area the city had decorated for the holidays.  
“Scottsdazzle” extended along a canal and was a sea of white lights.  While I generally prefer 
multi-colored Christmas lights, I must say this was pretty.  

 

 I walked south for several blocks, eventually reaching Scottsdale’s Old Town area.  While there are a handful of vaguely historic 

buildings here, mostly it’s relatively new stuff built with an Old West theme.  There were some settlers in this area in the 1890s, but 

Scottsdale wasn’t actually incorporated as a town until 1951.  It was kind of fun to see the place, but I can’t imagine there’d be any reason 

to return. 

 



 
The faux adobe of Old Town Scottsdale 

 I caught a bus in Old Town and headed south through the 
rest of Scottsdale.  This leg took longer than it might have, because 
the driver had to slow down at almost every stop.  He’d see people 
at the stops, but almost all of them were homeless people rather 
than potential riders.  You’d think that one of the wealthiest cities in 
America could find a way to house people. 
 
 I continued south to Tempe, home of Arizona State 
University.  Oddly, Tempe was the one place I didn’t see any 
homeless people.  I’d actually expect a more liberal college town to 
be more welcoming.  If they are, then they must be providing actual 
help to those in need, because no one seems to be sleeping at bus 
stops in Tempe. 
 
 In Tempe Scottsdale Road changes its name to Rural 
Road, a fascinating name in an urban area.  I continued south to 
University and Rural, where there’s a major light rail station.  I 
quickly caught a train and had an uneventful ride back to 44th Street. 

 

 When I left the train I had a very colorful experience, though.  I decided to buy some pop at a Circle-K convenience store across 

the street from the hotel.  My students would likely describe the place as “ghetto”, and that would be a generous description.  It was one 

of the nastiest convenience stores I’ve ever been in.  Every surface of the store was filthy, and the both the customers and the clerks 

swore a blue streak.  I did get my pop, but you can bet I won’t be heading back to that particular store again. 

 

 I did some writing on this travelogue in the evening and also watched a bit of TV.  I was tired, though, so I went to bed fairly 

early. 

 

 
 

 I was up about 6:30 this morning.  After getting ready for the day, I walked across 44th Street to a brand new complex just north 

of the nasty convenience store I was at last night.  I had breakfast there from a chain called BoSa, that appears to be the leading doughnut 

purveyor in the Valley of the Sun.  My main breakfast was a ham and cheese croissant.  It was an interesting item because the croissant 

was filled with ham and cheese before baking, so they were literally inside the roll instead of between halves of it.  I also got coffee and 

a chocolate doughnut with sprinkles.  All of Bosa’s sweet treats appear to be raised yeast doughnuts.  I liked this one because it was 

extremely fluffy and not too sweet. 

 

 I went back to the hotel room to finish my coffee, and I also replaced the battery in my camera.  (I’d taken so many pictures at 

the Musical Instrument Museum that it was nearly dead already.)  Then I made my way to the light rail station.  It didn’t really surprise me 

that there were homeless people sleeping on the train.  They didn’t disturb any other passengers, though, and the other passengers didn’t 

disturb them.  It was very similar to what I’d seen in the wee hours in Chicago, though 7am was late enough that I’d expect them to be 

waking up. 

 

 Aside from the sleeping people this was an uneventful trip.  I got off at Roosevelt and Central, right at the northwest corner of 

downtown Phoenix.  Just west of the station was Trinity Episcopal Cathedral.  I’d looked into several churches before doing this trip, and 

since I’d gone to a Catholic mass yesterday, I figured Episcopal might be an interesting choice today. 

 
Trinity Cathedral – Phoenix 

 
 I got to the cathedral at about ten to eight, and I was literally the first 
person through the door.  Not many others followed.  There were exactly 
eight in the congregation when the service started, plus two clergywomen.  I 
was easily the youngest person there, and I’ve been offered senior discounts 
a number of times.  Partway through the service a twenty-something man 
who I expect was part of Phoenix’s gay community showed up to be the ninth 
person in the pews, and about halfway through the service a silver-haired 
organist seemed to magically appear.  She played while communion was 
being prepared, and she also did a postlude at the end. 
 
 While nothing in the Anglican tradition can ever be described as 
informal, this was about as “low church” as Episcopalians get.  The entire 
liturgy was spoken—no hymns and no sung responses.  It reminded me of 
the very quick masses we sometimes do at Garrigan for our sports teams. 
 

 Oddly the readings were the same ones the Catholic lectionary used for Christmas Day (the gospel being John’s “the word 

became flesh” account).  For the Catholics today would be the Feast of the Holy Family, but apparently the whole weekend is Christmas 

for Episcopalians.  The deacon gave the sermon, and it was nearly the same as what the priest at St. Mary’s did yesterday.  She talked 



about the birth of Jesus bringing explosive, radical change to the world, and (again like the priest) she read the poem “The Work of 

Christmas” in its entirety: 

 

When the song of the angels is stilled, 

When the star in the sky is gone, 

When the kings and princes are home, 

When the shepherds are back with their flock, 

The work of Christmas begins: 

To find the lost, 

To heal the broken, 

To feed the hungry, 

To release the prisoner, 

To rebuild the nations, 

To bring peace among others, 

To make music in the heart. 

 

I like that poem, but it was kind of weird to hear it in two different churches back to back. 

 

 Episcopalians always kneel at the altar rail for communion.  They also have essentially open communion, so everyone—myself 

included—was welcome to take the elements.  It was amusing that literally everyone in the congregation was able to kneel at the same 

time.  The priest broke the big host she had displayed into little pie-shaped pieces, and that single host was enough for everyone present.  

The deacon came around with a cup of red wine into which we were to dip the matzo.  I’m not sure how COVID-friendly that was, but it’s 

apparently the tradition in this church. 

 

 Trinity is another fake mission-style church on the outside, and its walls are nearly the same age as those at St. Mary’s.  Inside, 

though, they’ve done some rather unfortunate renovations.  The combination of décor combines the 1930s and the 1980s—not the most 

beautiful place I’ve ever worshipped. 

 

 After church I made a very long walk.  First I went to what is officially called Margaret Hance Park, but what everyone in Phoenix 

calls “Deck Park”.  The colloquial name comes from the fact that the park is built on a “deck” that covers Interstate 10, which is buried at 

the northern edge of downtown Phoenix.  I-10 passes through what everyone calls the Deck Park Tunnel (officially the Papago Freeway 

Tunnel).  It’s a nice green space, and on Sunday morning there were tons of joggers out on the paths and some families with kids on a 

playground.  There’s nothing particularly noteworthy about the park, but its construction on top of a highway does make it kind of 

interesting. 

 

From Deck Park I walked south about half a mile and then west about a mile and a half.  My destination was the Arizona state 

capitol.  Just like in Des Moines, the capitol in Phoenix is well away from downtown proper.  There’s no hill like Des Moines has, though, 

so you can’t even see Arizona’s capitol from downtown.  The first part of this walk (near Deck Park and the cathedral) is obviously 

gentrifying, though there are still a number of homeless people there.  As I walked west toward the capitol, the area got rougher and 

rougher.  A beggar approached me as I walked along Van Buren Street, and he swore at me when I didn’t give him anything.  There were 

other places where I purposely crossed the street to avoid other questionable people. 

 

Eventually I made it to Washington Street and 17th Avenue (numbered streets are east of downtown Phoenix, while numbered 

avenues are west).  This is the location of Wesley Bolin Plaza, a collection of various statues and memorials that is essentially the front 

lawn of the Arizona Capitol.  I wandered through the plaza and snapped a few pictures.  Mostly these are war memorials, but the 

conservative and libertarian nature of the state is evident from stone renderings of the Ten Commandments and the Bill of Rights. 

 
I also got a picture of the remarkably plain building that houses 

Arizona’s government.  It’s rather small, sized more like a county courthouse.  
There’s a dome in the middle with a statue atop it that made the place look a 
bit like a Mormon temple.  Apparently the 1901 structure is used only as a 
museum today.  The actual legislative chambers are in adjacent brick 
buildings that date to 1960. 

 
Since Van Buren had been less than hospitable, I did most of my 

return walk on Adams Street.  This was essentially deserted on a holiday 
weekend, and the surroundings alternated between enormous parking lots 
and spartan-looking government buildings.  The State of Arizona obviously 
employs a lot of people, but it was clear they didn’t spend much to make their 
buildings look pretty. 

 
I made my way back to Central and Van Buren downtown.  I was 

pleased to almost immediately catch another light rail train, which I rode north  

 
Arizona State Capitol 

to the Encanto stop.  Just steps from there was my next destination, the Heard Museum. 

 



Guidebooks and sites like TripAdvisor describe the Heard Museum as the #1 “must see” attraction in Phoenix, so I bought a 

timed ticket online.  While I very much liked the Musical Instrument Museum yesterday, I was less impressed with the Heard.  The museum 

was endowed by the founder of the newspaper that was then known as the Arizona Republican.  (It’s now called the Arizona Republic 

and is owned by Gannett, the same company that publishes the Des Moines Register and USA Today.)  Their mission is to tell the story 

of the Indians of the Southwest.  There is a bit of that, but mostly it’s a museum of native art.  If they used the paintings, carvings, 

weavings, jewelry, and kachina dolls to tell about the culture of native peoples, it could be an outstanding museum.  As it is, though, it’s 

mostly just a huge collection of handicrafts.  I’d seen other examples of the same stuff when Steve lived in New Mexico, so I can’t say I 

really got much out of the Heard Museum.  The most interesting part was a film where they interviewed a number of people from different 

tribes about the problems they had maintaining their heritage in the modern world. 

 

One strange thing at the Heard Museum was their labeling of some of the artifacts. They attempted to credit all the artists, but 

of course some had no one to credit.  Many of these were old, and the artists had likely been forgotten, while others were probably sold 

at roadside markets to tourists who didn’t care who created them.  At most museums these would be labeled as “unknown” or 

“anonymous”.  At the Heard, though, they were all credited to “Artist Once Known”.  At first I found that kind of strange, but really I rather 

like that way of paying tribute to the artists whose names have been lost. 

 
I spent about an hour at the Heard Museum, and 

honestly that seemed like half an hour too much.  It was 
going on 11:30 when I made my way back to Encanto 
station.  I continued northward and got off at 19th Avenue 
and Northern Boulevard, one stop from the end of the line.  
The most noteworthy thing on this trip was an old black 
man who spent the entire trip railing against the Salvation 
Army.  According to him, the Salvation Army tries to look 
like they help people, but they don’t actually do anything. 
 

I knew that at 19th and Northern there was an 
outlet of a chain I’d read about called Salad and Go.  As 
you might have guessed, this is a fast food chain that 
specializes in salads.  It’s a small chain based in Dallas, 
and at the moment they only have locations in Texas and 
Arizona.  Their buildings are tiny, though with no grills or 
ovens, there wouldn’t be a huge space required.  They 
have no seating at all and mostly cater to drive-through 
business.  There is a walk-up window as well, though 
during COVID I had to place my order online in order to be 
able to pick it up at the window. 

 
I saw a bus pass by on Northern Boulevard,  so I  

 
Waiting at a light rail station 

(The metal “fins” are a feature of all the stations in Phoenix. 
They are designed to block the summer sun.) 

figured the bus stop would be free for half an hour.  So I ended up eating my Thai salad on a bus bench.  It was an enormous portion, 

and very tasty too.  I’ll be looking to see if Salad and Go expands to other cities; I’d definitely go there again. 

 

 I stopped at a Walgreen’s that was in the same shopping center as Salad and Go.  The main thing I picked up was a sympathy 

card for my cousin’s family, which I’ll send off as soon as I get home.  Then I made my way back to the light rail station. 

 

 There was a fairly long wait for the next train, and I entertained myself through much of it by watching a man who was attempting 

to fix his bicycle on the platform.  He did eventually manage to get it working well enough that he was able to wheel it onto the train. 

 

 In the train car itself the most interesting person was a guy who spent the entire trip hitting drumsticks onto his legs.  It looked 

like he had some interesting rhythm, but it’s probably a good thing that his thighs muffled most of the noise the drumming would otherwise 

have made.  When he left the train, the drummer said to the other passengers, “I hope y’all have a good day.  God bless you, everybody.” 

 

 We passed a number of park-and-ride lots on the light rail.  In most cities the park-and-rides are way out in the suburbs.  It could 

be argued, however, that almost all of greater Phoenix (including most of the city proper) is suburban, so I suppose it makes sense to 

have parking lots at stations in the city.  The strangest thing about the Phoenix park-and-rides is that they all have shaded parking.  It 

reminded me of an old drive-in restaurant, with lines of parking spaces under a canopy.  It must have cost a fortune to cover all that 

parking, but I suppose commuters like it when the sun is blazing down all summer. 
 

 I got off the train at Central & Camelback, which is in the trendy Uptown area of 
Phoenix.  I have no idea what was here twenty years ago, but today Central Avenue is a 
line of brand new mid-rise condo towers.  I wasn’t particularly interested in those.  Instead 
I took a bit of time to explore Uptown Plaza, a very upscale minimall.  The main thing that 
stood out at Uptown Plaza was an enormous fiberglass Santa, where all the neighborhood 
families were taking pictures of their kids. 
 

Since I’d had a very healthy lunch earlier, I decided to have some dessert at 
Uptown Plaza.  I had some dessert.  I ended up at a place called Scoopwell’s, which is one  



of numerous places in Phoenix that sells edible cookie dough.  They use smaller than standard ice cream scoops to dispense various 

flavors of dough.  I chose a four-scoop combo (their smallest size)—and I got a snickerdoodle, chocolate chip, macadamia nut, and 

peanut butter cookie dough.  It wasn’t bad, but honestly Salad and Go was much better. 

 
Next I went a few stops further south to Central 

Avenue and Thomas Road.  There are condos here as 
well, but also a bunch of office towers.  I knew that in front 
of one of them (the headquarters of the Banner Health 
System) was a unique monument.  The statue honors the 
Navajo code talkers, native members of the U.S. Marines 
who relayed secret information during World War II by 
speaking in the Navajo language.  Navajo is unrelated to 
other languages, and almost no one other than the Navajo 
people can understand it.  The Japanese never managed 
to crack any of the messages the codetalkers passed, and  
their contribution definitely did help America win the war in 
the Pacific. 

 
It took about two minutes to snap a picture of the 

codetalker statue.  Since I had twenty minutes until the 
next train, I decided to stop at a Panera and pick up 
another salad for my dinner.  When I’d finished with that, 
there was just a short wait until the next train.  While it was 
the most crowded one I’d been on so far, I had a pretty 
uneventful ride back to 44th Street. 

 
It was mid-afternoon when I got back to the hotel.  

I rested a bit,  tidied up,  and   got caught  up in  writing on  
this travelogue.  I had my Panera salad (which was pricier, smaller, and not as tasty as the one from Salad and Go), and then around 

6:15 I set out again.  The train was crowded and the other passengers were loud.  Beyond that, nothing much happened on the way 

downtown. 

 

I got off at Van Buren and Central.  The downtown campus of 
Arizona State University is right next to the station, and there are a couple of 
noteworthy things there.  One of the buildings ASU uses is an art deco 
landmark called the Westward Ho Building.  This was built in sections 
between 1928 and 1948 and for a time was the tallest building in Arizona.  It 
was a hotel for most of its history—first an elegant place where the guests 
included Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, John Kennedy, and Marilyn 
Monroe, and later a flophouse for transients and destitute elderly people.  
ASU restored the exterior, remodeled the interior, and now uses it as mostly 
for nursing classrooms. 
 

Just north of the Westward Ho Building, in a plaza by the ASU 
School of Journalism, is a fascinating sculpture called “Her Secret Is 
Patience”.  This is built primarily of polyester netting, and by day it loks like a 
big butterfly net.  It lights up at night with beautiful colors, and it really is kind 
of difficult to look at. 
 

My final activity today was seeing a play at the Herberger Theatre 
Center, which is located across the street from St. Mary’s Basilica.  Proof of 
COVID vaccination is required to attend theatrical performances in Arizona, 
and the theatre suggested patrons arrive at least half an hour before the 7:30  

showtime to complete that formality.  There was no one at all in line when I arrived, so showing I was vaccinated took just a few seconds. 

 

 The auditorium wasn’t opened yet when I arrived, and most of the people who were there were enjoying drinks in the lobby.  I 

passed on both $5 water and $10 wine, but I did use the restroom and got a drink from a water fountain.  Before long the usher opened 

the doors, and I ended up being the very first person to enter.  People trickled in until showtime, and it was far from a sell-out.  There 

were probably around 300 people in a theatre that lists its capacity as 800.  Then again this was one of the final performances of a holiday 

show—and on a Sunday night to boot. 

 

 The performance was being presented by the Arizona Theatre Company.  I’d rate this as a low-level professional troupe.  It 

would be equivalent to some of the small theatres I’ve been to in Chicago and Minneapolis.  About half of the cast were members of the 

Actors Equity union, but they are all professional actors.  Something unique about this company is that they perform their shows in both 

Phoenix and Tucson, usually with a two-week block in each city. 

 

 I was here to see a show called Miss Bennett:  Christmas at Pemberley.  This is a modern show that’s was basically written as 

a “fan fiction” sequel to Jane Austen’s novels.  I’d never read those books, and I really had no idea what to expect.  It turned out to be a 

very nice romantic comedy. 



 Like many modern productions, this one used color-blind casting.  In the society world of Victorian England pretty much everyone 

would have been white, but this cast included black, white, and Hispanic actors—all of whom were theoretically members of the same 

family.  Normally I’m not a fan of casting shows this way. (Indeed I absolutely hated a production of A Christmas Carol with an interracial 

Cratchit family.)  In this show, though, they made it work in a believable way.  Nothing about the cast called attention to themselves, and 

everything just worked. 

 

 The show got out right at 10pm.  I was expecting to encounter more homeless people, but downtown was essentially empty of 

everyone.  A train came quickly, and I had a quiet and relaxing ride back to the hotel.  I was intrigued that officers had apparently shooed 

the homeless people from the bus stop at 44th and Washington.  Mind you, that didn’t really solve the problem.  All the former bus stop 

residents did was move about 50 feet down the street and set up their camp beneath palm trees that were presumably planted to greet 

people arriving at the airport.  I still chose to walk through the park-and-fly lot rather than passing them on the sidewalk. 

 

 
 

 I was up sevenish this morning.  The hotel doesn’t do daily maid service (supposedly due to COVID), so yesterday I’d made a 

point of going to the desk to get extra towels and coffee.  I used those supplies this morning.  Then around 7:30 I set out for the day. 

 

 For variety I didn’t take the train this morning.  Instead I went up to Van Buren Street and caught bus #3.  It intrigued me that 

this bus still had signs blocking off about half the seats for COVID.  That wasn’t a problem when I boarded, since it was near the start of 

the route, but as we made our way west many people had to just ignore those signs—and they clearly weren’t enforcing social distancing. 

 

 Masks are required on all forms of transportation at the moment, though in Phoenix they seem a bit inconsistent about enforcing 

that.  Probably three-fourths of passengers wore masks correctly when I rode.  Another eighth had masks, but didn’t wear them properly.  

The remainder just didn’t wear them at all.  A couple of times I heard people get scolded, but mostly the maskless passengers  were 

ignored.  Is it any wonder the disease continues to spread? 

 

 East Van Buren looks different than East Washington, but it’s definitely not any better.  There’s car repair shops, scrap metal 

dealers, and motels of questionable repute.  By far the most prominent thing along Van Buren Street, though, is the Maricopa County 

Jail.  This collection of cement block buildings stretched for blocks east of downtown, all surrounded by a double razor-wire fence.  You’ve 

probably seen clips of this place, which was made famous by the rather sadistic practices of Sheriff Joe Arpaio.  It’s probab ly fortunate 

that he’s now retired, both for the inmates and for the state of Arizona, since his tough on crime showboating cost taxpayers $100 million 

more than what other places would spend to house a similar number of prisoners. 

 

 I went past St. Mary’s and the theatre and then got off at 1st Avenue, which is at the point where the train makes a right angle 

and turns north.  I transferred to light rail and rode just a couple stops north to McDowell.  I needed to transfer to a bus there, and Valley 

Metro’s phone app said there was just a short wait and that buses on that route were running every ten minutes.  Something had obviously 

gone wrong, though, since I ended up waiting at McDowell & Central for 37 minutes before a westbound bus showed up. 

 

 

 I saw a couple of interesting things while I waited.  One 
was a Waymo car (one of those self-driving vehicles that 
supposedly is the future) that kept circulating through the 
neighborhood.  It was very recognizable because of a big round 
black thing mounted on the roof that was presumably some sort 
of camera equipment.  It was kind of fun to watch the thing. 
 
 Also entertaining was a guy who cleaned the bus stop.  
He picked up the garbage, but mostly he spent his time 
powerwashing the bench and sidewalk.  This was actually one 
of the cleaner stops I’d been at, and I think his time might have 
been better spent elsewhere. 
 
 Eventually I boarded bus 17 and rode west to the 
awkward  intersection  of  19th Avenue,   McDowell  Road,  and  

Grand Avenue.  I actually got off a block early, and it turned out to be a good thing I did.  There was a freight train blocking McDowell just 

past the six-way intersection, and traffic was starting to back up in all directions.  Presumably something similar must have happened 

further east to create the bad delay with the buses. 

 

 I went south a block on Grand to my first destination of the day, Mel’s Diner.  This was the place where they shot the exterior 

shots for the TV show Alice back in the ‘70s.  (The movie on which the show was based was actually set in Tucson, by the way.)  I 

watched that show every week when I was a kid, so it was interesting to see the original Mel’s. 

 

 Mel’s is a rather dingy old diner, but of course that’s what it was on the TV show too.  The place looks like it hasn’t changed 

much since well before the era of Alice.  I was seated at a table with a green  formica top and wooden legs that had been carved in.  An  



 

enormous collection of coffee mugs (presumably donated by people who had 
visited the place) hung from nails all around the top of the walls, and the 
autographed pictures of the TV cast had been covered by years of grease.  
It reminded me of a very old Waffle House, and I probably didn’t want to see 
what was going on in the kitchen. 
 
 That said, my breakfast was quite good.  I had ham and eggs, plus 
hash browns with cheese, raisin toast, and coffee.  The worst part was the 
coffee, which was the sort of thing you might have gotten at a gas station 
back in the ‘70s.  Everything else was cooked properly and tasted delicious. 
 
 Mel’s is not in any way cheap.  It doesn’t help that they actually 
charge for everything a la carte, but the menu doesn’t really make that clear.  
While I thought I’d be paying about $13, with the a la carte pricing and 
including a tip, I parted with $22 for this meal. 
 

 I walked to the corner of Culver and 19th Avenue, where I had a 
choice of either looking at the freight tracks (and by the time I finished the 
train  was slowly  moving forward)  or looking  at a place  that salvaged used 

auto parts with a big “beware of guard dog” sign outside.  Fortunately this time I didn’t have to wait very long.  It was only a few minutes 

before bus 19 came by. 

 

 I rode down to 19th and Van Buren, just west of the capitol complex where I’d been yesterday.  The nearest eastbound bus stop 

was occupied by about half a dozen homeless people, so I walked two blocks forward up to 15th Avenue, where the bus stop was empty 

when I arrived.  Before long a middle-aged black woman who looked like a prostitute (a tight tube top, short shorts that reveled half of her 

rear end, and far too much make-up) showed up. She pretty much ignored me and spent the wait talking to herself.  A lot of those 

homeless people I’ve written about seem to have mental challenges.  I don’t know if this woman was homeless, but (as Dr. Seuss sa id 

of the Grinch), it could be her head wasn’t screwed on just right.   

 

 A bus (#3 again) came fairly soon, and this time I rode eastward to 
7th Street, which is at the east edge of downtown Phoenix.  Just south of here 
is an area called Heritage Square that preserves the homes of some of the 
earliest Phoenicians.  The houses are all closed due to COVID, but I did snap 
some pictures of the outside.  I certainly found it amusing that almost any 
farmhouse in Iowa would be older than all of the homes in Heritage Square.  
The first white settlers came to Phoenix in 1881, and these homes were built 
about a decade after that.  History is definitely a relative term. 
 
 I walked west past the Arizona Science Center and the Phoenix 
Convention Center until I came to the 3rd and Washington train station.  A 
train came quickly, and I rode up to Campbell & Central, which is in an area 
called Midtown that they’re attempting to gentrify.  At the moment most of the 
area is construction projects.  

 
A bungalow at Heritage Square 

 

 I walked about a quarter mile south to the entrance of Steele Indian School Park, a city park that sits on the site of the former 

Phoenix Indian School, a boarding school run by the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs.  From 1892 to 1991 native children from all over 

Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah studied at the Phoenix Indian School.  The boarding school closed when local school districts across the 

southwest began serving kids from the reservations.  (My brother Steve taught many Navajo students who attended the Gallup Middle 

School, where he worked.)  The land was sold to a developer, but a local philanthropist (the “Steele” in the park’s name) donated money 

to preserve the old buildings and part of the campus as a city park.   

 
“Old Main” and dining hall of the Indian School 

 

 Most locals just use this as they would any other city park.  There 
are sports facilities, picnic areas, and playground equipment.  They also have 
a nice trail that traces the history of the school and shows off the exterior of 
all the old buildings.  In followed that, and it was a fascinating little walk.  The 
place looks rather like a small college, with separate academic, residential, 
and dining facilities.  The campus is nice, and it looks like it would not have 
been an unpleasant place.  There were, however, some issues of abuse 
(something that seems to be universal in schools of this type), and being 
separated from their families made a lonely life for the students. 
 
 I spent about half an hour in Indian School Park.  That was enough 
time to read all the signs and look around the whole campus.  While it’s not 
a major historic site, I really did find it quite interesting. 
 
 When I left the park there was a bus waiting at the corner of Indian 
School Road  (which remains the name of one  of the most important streets  

 



in northern Phoenix) and Central Avenue.  I boarded and took just a short ride west to 7th Avenue.  I then walked north on 7th Avenue 

through a hip and happening neighborhood called the Melrose district (a name I associate with Los Angeles).   

  
 I was hoping to have lunch in this area.  I’d read about a place called the Fry Bread House that serves traditional Indian tacos, 

and it seemed appropriate after where I’d just been. Unfortunately when I got there, I saw a sign outside that said they were  closed 

because of a grease fire.  I’d have to find somewhere else to have lunch. 

 

 I walked back down to Indian School Road and caught bus 51, which I rode west all the way to 51st Avenue.  My reason for 

going here was my baseball-playing former student Brad Nelson.  When Brad was first drafted, he was assigned to play rookie ball in 

Phoenix, where the heat was unbearable for day games in the summer.  He would also go to spring training in Phoenix through most of 

his baseball career, and the Brewers’ facility happens to be located just south of 51st and Indian School. 

 

 Brad clearly didn’t care for the area around the ballpark at all, and I can’t say I was particularly impressed with what I saw from 

the bus either.  Most of Indian School is a business strip with the tackiest of businesses.  Many of the signs here are bilingual, and 

sometimes they’re only in Spanish.  I saw several that said “llantería” (tire store), “monte de piedad” (pawn shop), and “préstamos” (loans). 

 

 The area right around the ballpark is actually a bit nicer than what’s further east.  It’s a shopping area that can’t be more than 

ten years old (so newer than when Brad was here).  There’s a wide selection of stores in all price ranges, plus both fast food and sit-

down restaurants. 

 

 I patronized one of the most down-market stores in the area, 99 Cents Only.  While that may be its name, like most dollar stores, 

much of the stuff at 99 Cents Only now costs more than a buck.  It’s still has an interesting range of merchandise, though, and even the 

higher prices aren’t expensive.  I bought a couple of snack foods geared to a Hispanic clientele (like Abuelita cookies, made by the same 

company that makes most Mexican hot chocolate).  I’d mostly snack in lieu of a real dinner tonight. 

 

 I ended up having my lunch at McDonald’s.  The outside looked new, but inside the place was filthy.  None of the tables had 

been wiped down recently, and when I punched in the secret code to use the restroom (standard in Phoenix, as it is in many large cities), 

let’s just say I was glad I didn’t have to sit down. 

 

 They were advertising a bacon quarter-pounder, and I decided to get a combo meal with that.  The sandwich was very good, 

but the fries were cold.  At least it filled my stomach, though. 

 
American Family Fields of Phoenix 

 I left the shopping center and walked 
south past a Walgreens to the ballpark.  Officially 
this is called American Family Fields of Phoenix 
(with “fields” plural, since there are multiple 
diamonds on the site which are used for major 
and minor league teams during spring training).  
Pretty much everyone calls it Maryvale Park, 
though, with the name coming from the 
neighborhood where it’s located. 
   
 While I actually did see kids playing 
baseball in city parks in Phoenix in December 
(and later I’d see college athletes practicing at the 
ASU baseball park), there was absolutely nothing 
going   on  at    Maryvale   Park   today.    It   was  

interesting to see the place, though, and with it I’ve completed the dubious collection of going to (or at least past) all the home parks 

where Brad played. 

 

 I went to the bus stop right next to the ballpark.  Some (but not all) bus stops have a code that you can text to theoretically find 

out when the next bus will arrive.  This one had a code, and the time they gave (12 minutes from when I texted) turned out to be accurate).  

While I was waiting a Hispanic woman came up pushing a stroller that seemed to be filled with her own clothes rather than a baby.  We 

had a bit of a chat, and out of nowhere she brought up the topic of “Black Lives Matter”.  She felt that all lives should matter, not just black 

ones.  Basically I agree with her, and I’m sure a number of Latinos have found themselves pre-judged by police, just as African-Americans 

have.  The last thing I wanted to talk about on vacation was politics, though, so I changed to less controversial matters. 

 



 I took bus 51 just a short distance south to Thomas Road.  The westbound bus 29 arrived just as I got off bus 51, but by the 

time I’d crossed the street, it was gone.  Missing a bus isn’t a problem in Chicago or L.A., where the wait for the next one is usually just 

ten minutes or so.  In Phoenix only a couple of very busy routes have service is every ten minutes, and even on weekdays the wait on 

less-used routes can be twenty or thirty minutes. 

 

 I texted the stop number again and this time found out the wait would be almost half an hour.  (It’s supposed to be twenty-minute 

service, but the bus was running behind schedule.)  Rather than just wait at the stop, I decided to walk west along Thomas Road through 

the residential part of Maryvale.  This is definitely not a wealthy area, and it’s quite diverse (majority Hispanic, but with large numbers of 

both blacks and southeast Asians).  At least by day it’s perfectly safe, though, and it really looks nicer than its equivalent in many other 

cities.  The houses are almost all little bungalows made of painted brick, each with a carport and a little bit of grass (and it is all green 

grass, unlike the rocky desert landscaping the wealthier homes use).  Everyone seemed to be trying to out-do the neighbors with 

Christmas decorations; there were icicle lights and lawn balloons on almost every house. 

 

 
Mercado de los Cielos – Desert Sky Mall 

 I walked about a mile and a half west to 65th Street, where I 
caught the next bus.  I took bus 17 west to the end of the line at Desert 
Sky Transit Center, which is at Thomas Road and about 78th Street.  
The transit center is named after a shopping mall that I’d read about 
and wanted to visit.  Desert Sky Mall opened in 1981, and like most 
malls of that era it came upon hard times in the 21st Century.  All of its 
anchor stores and many of the other shops went out of business.  
Instead  of  becoming  a  classic  “dead mall”,  though, Desert  Sky re- 

invented itself in keeping with its neighborhood.  The most interesting change (and the reason I came) is that the former Macy’s became 

“Mercado de los Cielos”, a market that sells pretty much everything that would fit in well in a Mexican city.  They lease out small spaces 

where individual vendors set up “puestos” that overflow with their wares.  What used to be J.C. Penney is now filled by Curacao, a Latin 

American department store chain.  The other former anchors have been filled by Burlington Coat Factory and a Dillard’s clearance center.  

The hallways of the mall feature a wide range of shops.  Some are the same mall stores you’d see anywhere, but there are also  things 

geared specifically to Hispanic, black, and Asian customers. 

 

 I walked about a mile and a half west to 65th Street, where I caught the next bus.  I took bus 17 west to the end of the line at 

Desert Sky Transit Center, which is at Thomas Road and about 78th Street.  The transit center is named after a shopping mall that I’d 

read about and wanted to visit.  Desert Sky Mall opened in 1981, and like most malls of that era it came upon hard times in the 21st 

Century.  All of its anchor stores and many of the other shops went out of business.  Instead of becoming a classic “dead mall”, though, 

Desert Sky re-invented itself in keeping with its neighborhood.  The most interesting change (and the reason I came) is that the former 

Macy’s became “Mercado de los Cielos”, a market that sells pretty much everything that would fit in well in a Mexican city.  What used to 

be J.C. Penney is now filled by Curacao, a Latin American department store chain.  The other former anchors have been filled by 

Burlington Coat Factory and a Dillard’s clearance center.  The hallways of the mall feature a wide range of shops.  Some are the same 

mall stores you’d see anywhere, but there are also things geared to Hispanic and black customers. 

 

 I wandered through the whole mall.  Mercado de los Cielos was particularly interesting, but the only place I actually bought 

anything was the Dillard’s clearance store.  Before this trip I’d debated what sort of coat to bring to Phoenix.  I ended up bringing a fairly 

lightweight but definitely winter-oriented coat.  I spent all day Sunday sweating in that coat, so today I’d decided to just leave it at the 

hotel.  The temperature wasn’t much different, but without any coat I was basically shivering today.  So I picked up a hoodie at Dillard’s.  

The “official” price it was theoretically marked down from was $95, though only an insane person would pay that much for it.  I paid $19.97, 



which is probably what the same thing would cost at Wal-Mart.  It was exactly the correct weight, and I’ll probably wear it back in Iowa in 

the spring. 

 

 When I left the mall I again just missed a bus, so again I walked forward a few stops.  This part of Maryvale is mostly commercial, 

and I didn’t enjoy this walk as much as my earlier one.  It filled the time, though, and not long after I got to 72nd Avenue the next eastbound 

bus arrived. 

 

 I took bus 29 east to Central Avenue, a ride that seemed to take forever.  Seventy-two blocks is nine miles in Phoenix, and it 

took the better part of an hour to cover that distance, and the schedule allots about 45 minutes for that trip.  There are stops about every 

two blocks, but on this trip no one got on or off at most of them.  The driver had to keep to the schedule, though, so whenever we reached 

a major stop he’d stop for anywhere from 2 to 5 minutes so he wouldn’t get ahead. 

 

 When I reached Central Avenue, I immediately transferred to a southbound train.  I rode down to Roosevelt (the same place the 

Episcopal Cathedral was), but this time walked east through an uber-trendy neighborhood they call Roosevelt Row.  I had hoped to have 

ice cream here at a place I’d read about called Melt.  Their website said they should be open, as did the sign on their door.  The place 

was locked up tight, though.  I’m not sure what the deal was, but I never did get any ice cream. … Oh well! 

 

 I rode back to the hotel and was surprised to find that the maid had indeed made the bed today.  Not much else had been done 

to the room, though.  However, while I was working at my computer, the door burst open.  The maid apparently was intending to complete 

servicing the room—at 4pm.  I just asked her for some shampoo and said nothing else was needed. 

 

 I went back to 44th Street station, caught an eastbound train, and settled in for a long ride.  Valley Metro light rail actually serves 

three separate cities.  There is one more Phoenix stop east of 44th Street, then ten stops in Tempe, and finally seven more in Mesa.  I 

didn’t go quite to the end of the line, but I did take about a forty-minute trip to Country Club Road and Main Street in Mesa. 

 
 Tempe actually took the longest to get through.  The train runs on streets in Tempe, just like the light rail does in downtown 

Minneapolis and St. Paul.  It stops for traffic lights at practically every block, so it seems to just inch along.  Tempe basically looks like an 

overgrown Coralville.  It bills itself as “America’s biggest college town,” and the whole place is apartments, restaurants, and bars.  There’s 

probably some interesting nightlife here, but I doubt I’ll ever be back to check it out. 

 

 Mesa, on the other hand, bills itself as “America’s largest suburb,” and its population of half a million makes it bigger than places 

like Naperville, Illinois; Bloomington, Minnesota; Overland Park, Kansas; Yonkers, New York; and Pasadena, California.  It’s also bigger 

than core cities like Minneapolis, St. Louis, Pittsburgh, Atlanta, and Miami.  The western part of Mesa (what I went through today) 

alternates between crappy businesses and crappy housing.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen more mobile home parks in my l ife than I saw in 

Mesa, and they’ve got the same businesses I saw on Indian School Road—though almost always with just English signs this time.  There’s 

also construction going on everywhere.  It looks like they’ve torn down old single-family homes to put up new condos. 



 Country Club Road (which changes its name to Arizona Boulevard further south) is a six to eight-lane monstrosity that moves a 

ton of traffic.  It’s mile after mile of fast food and big box stores.  Fortunately Country Club is also the only street in the suburbs that boasts 

“frequent” bus service, which in Mesa means every fifteen minutes.  That meant I didn’t have to wait long to make my transfer. 

 

 There were a ton of people waiting for the bus at Country Club and Main.  It was rush hour now, and most of these people looked 

like the worked at the factories near the airport and lived in affordable suburban homes.  Once the bus came, it took nearly five minutes 

before everyone had swiped their fare cards and we could set off southward. 

 

 The most noteworthy thing on this particular bus ride was a lengthy stop we made about two-thirds of the way through the trip.  

We stopped next to a Quik Trip and across from a Waffle House, and a number of people got off.  Then a heavily tattooed-man wearing 

some sort of employee badge came aboard.  He used a special tool to open up the farebox, and he removed what little cash as in there.  

(Most people use passes in Phoenix, so there isn’t a lot of cash paid on the buses.)  Apparently there was a bill jammed in the mechanism, 

and he spent nearly ten minutes getting it free.  Once all the cash was accounted for, he replaced the mechanism and had to close the 

farebox back up.  That appeared to be rather a difficult task, and he ended up having to kick it a couple of times to get it to sit properly so 

the lock would close.  While it added about fifteen minutes to the ride, it was kind of fun to watch. 

 

 I continued south into the city of Chandler (another enormous suburb, though one that looks quite a bit nicer than Mesa).  My 

ultimate destination was Arizona Avenue and Boston Road, which is right in the heart of “historic downtown Chandler”.  Chandler was 

founded in 1910, so “historic” is a bit of a stretch.  Like old town Scottsdale, though, they have a faux “Old West” theme, and it does seem 

like a rather nice downtown. 

 
Tumbleweed Christmas tree – Chandler, Arizona 

 I’d gone here to see Chandler’s Christmas 
decorations.  All the downtown buildings were covered in 
lights, as were the palm trees lining Arizona Avenue.  The 
centerpiece of the display, though, is their tumbleweed 
Christmas tree.  The city website gives several conflicting 
origin stories for the tradition of Chandler’s tumbleweed 
Christmas tree.  One way or another, it started in 1956 and 
has been a tradition ever since.  The tree is certainly 
unique, but it’s also kind of pretty.  It looks somewhat like 
a snow-flocked tree covered with multi-colored lights.  
While it wouldn’t have been worth flying to Phoenix on its 
own, it was fun to see the thing. 
 
 While I was in Chandler I had a treat to replace 
the ice cream I didn’t get earlier.  I stopped at a place called 
Paletas Betty that uses real fruit to make traditional 
Mexican popsicles.  I had a blueberry paleta.  Normally 
blueberry doesn’t have a particularly identifiable taste, but 
the fruit really shown in this one.  It was one of the best 
sweet treats I’ve ever had. 
 
 Once  I’d  seen downtown  Chandler and enjoyed  

my popsicle I took the bus back north and then caught a train back to the hotel.  I just sort of bummed around all evening, but I must say 

it was nice to relax a bit. 

 

 
 

 This was a full day, and a very long one.  To avoid paying for another night’s hotel room, I’d purposely booked a “red-eye” flight, 

so I had the entire day today to kill in the Phoenix area. 

 

 I was up around 6:30 and finished packing up my bags.  I had a four-cheese soufflé at a Panera that was in the same complex 

with BoSa Donuts.  Then I went back to the hotel, checked out of my room, and stowed the bags at the desk. 

 

 I walked up to Van Buren and caught bus #44 northward.  This ride was memorable because of the driver, who was a black 

woman who likely gets the senior discount.  She cheerfully greeted everyone who boarded, and when they left she wished them “Have a 

blessed day”.  She really was a ray of sunshine, and you could tell she was brightening the day of her passengers. 

 

 I got off at 44th and Indian School and then had a lengthy wait to transfer.  Eventually bus 41 came along, and I rode east to 56th 

Street.  This isn’t a long distance, but it would have been a chore to walk, since the pretty much the whole route would have been uphill. 

 

 Right across from where I got off is a city park called Arizona Falls.  The man-made falls are part of the Arizona canal system, 

which is how greater Phoenix manages to provide water for millions of people.  This region has been irrigated literally as long as humans 

have lived here.  (I’d see remnants of pre-Columbian canals later in the day.)  Phoenix gets most of its water from the Gila and Salt Rivers. 



(The Salt River is not actually salt water, though it does need serious 
treating to make it potable), which are fed by snowpack in the 
mountains east of here.  When white settlers first came to the area, 
they diverted water for agriculture, and since then it has been stored 
in reservoirs to supply the urban area.  There are concrete canals 
all over Phoenix, and the falls drain into the biggest of them.  As a 
side benefit, they use the falls to generate a small amount of electric 
power (apparently enough to supply 150 homes), and it makes a 
nice recreational park. 
 
 I saw the falls and then walked back along the canal 
instead of taking the bus down Indian School Road.  Since this was 
mostly downhill, it was a much more easy walk.  I knew I’d have a 
long wait for the next bus (which only comes every half hour), so I 
thought I’d get a second bite of breakfast at an Einstein Bagels shop 
at the corner.  The place had a long line, though, and the service 
was very slow, so I left before getting anything more to eat. 
 
 I caught bus 44 back south.  This time the most noteworthy 
thing was a passenger who attempted to board a couple of stops 
south of Indian School.  He gave some sob story and asked if he 
could ride without paying a fare.  The driver just said a firm “no” and 
shut the door in his face.  I’ve been to places (like Portland and even 
Minneapolis) where it’s common for people to ride without paying.  
In Phoenix the homeless have taken over the bus stops, but they 
don’t seem to be on the actual buses.  They’re more likely to be on 
the light rail, where guards only occasionally check passengers for 
proof of payment. 
 

 I rode back down to Van Buren, where I popped into BoSa 
Donuts and got another of those ham and cheese croissants in lieu 
of the bagel I was trying to have earlier.  That ended up being my 
lunch today.   
 
 The bus stop at 44th and Van Buren was interesting.  A 
local church had placed food there for the homeless people who live 
in the area.  There were several loaves of bread, a cake, and some 
bananas and carrots, plus a bunch of cards advertising the church.  
It is nice to know that people are thinking of those in need.   

 
ABOVE:  “Selfie” at Arizona Falls 

BELOW:  The Arizona Canal 

 

 

Then I caught bus #3 eastbound.  East of 44th Street there was lots of weird construction on Van Buren.  The bus barely fit in 

the temporary lanes, and it blocked traffic every time it stopped. 

 

 The eastern terminus of bus #3 is the Phoenix Zoo, which was my next destination today.  I’d bought a ticket ahead of time to 

visit the zoo, and it was a nice place to spend a couple of hours.  Over Christmas vacation the place was crawling with small children, 

and if my sister Margaret were still alive she would have complained about the loud Christmas music that was playing everywhere.   I did 

enjoy the place, though.  It’s not my favorite of the attractions I saw, but it is a pretty nice zoo.  On a cool winter day (more like fall in the 

Midwest) almost all the animals were out.  There’s not much that’s unique (and surprisingly little truly local fauna), but it was still fun to 

see everything. 

 

 Many of the other people I saw at the zoo were dressed in maroon and gold clothing supporting the University of Minnesota.  

The Golden Gophers would be playing a bowl game against West Virginia in Phoenix in a couple of days, and I saw nearly as many 

Minnesota fans as people who donned ASU clothing (which happens to be the same colors).  I also saw a ton of caps and shirts supporting 

all the Chicago pro sports teams.  Almost no one who lives in Phoenix grew up there, and a the majority of the migration came from the 

Midwest.  While you see Cubs caps all over America, it really stood out to me that in Arizona I saw multiple people wearing clothes that  

 
Hole in the Rock – Papago Park 

supported the White Sox, Bulls, Bears, and Blackhawks.  The Phoenix area has its 
own teams in every sport, but I got the feeling that when the Chicago teams come 
to Arizona, they might as well be playing home games. 
 
 After doing all the zoo trails I made my way back to the bus stop.  Bus 56 
came fairly soon.  The bus was empty, and I was the only one to board.  The driver 
seemed a bit confused to see me, and he asked me to confirm my destination.  
There is only one stop on this line beyond the zoo, the Desert Botanical Garden.  
That’s where I was going. 
 
 Both the zoo and the botanical garden are part of Papago Park 
(pronounced like a little kid is talking about his dad leaving—“Papa go”), an 
enormous space in low mountains right on the eastern border of the city of Phoenix.   



I had considered hiking to Hole in the Rock, an easy hike to a rock formation right next to the zoo.  From the bus stop I could see there 

were hundreds of people on the trail, though, and I just didn’t think that would make for a pleasant hike.  So I saw it from below rather 

than above. 

 

It’s about a five-minute drive from the zoo to the botanical garden.  Besides seeing the rock formations and a whole lot of cactus, 

the most interesting thing I saw was an old RV that had a map on the back colored in with all the states its owner had been to.  Oddly 

they hadn’t colored in Arizona yet.  It also stood out because the RV had broken down.  I’d expect that in a Phoenix summer, but it 

seemed a bit strange when it was only 45 degrees outside. 

 

 
Complying with the requirement of an amusing sign 

 
 The Desert Botanical Garden will rank right up there with the 
Musical Instrument Museum as the top things I saw in Phoenix.  I’m not a 
huge fan of desert landscapes, and December isn’t a time when much of 
anything is in bloom.  The gardens were truly beautiful, though, and they also  

did a nice job of explaining why the plants have the structures they do and what purpose everything has in its ecosystem.  It’s really very 

well done, and even rain that periodically spit at me didn’t stop my enjoyment. 

 
 Throughout the winter the botanical center is hosting an art display 
called Chihuly in the Desert which shows off the work of an artist from Seattle 
who does abstract sculptures in glass.  Most of them were strange, spiky 
arrangements, which I assume were supposed to fit in with the desert 
landscape.  There were some I liked and others I didn’t, but the collection 
was interesting to see.  They had original works from the artist on sale in the 
gift shop—for prices ranging from $750 up to $85,000.  I do wonder who 
would even think of spending money like that at a gift shop. 
 

 I had a long wait for the southbound bus 56, and when it did arrive, 
it stopped in a different place than I’d expected it would.  I did catch it, though, 
and I rode it southward to Priest Drive and Washington, where I caught the 
light rail.  I rode just two stops west, back to 44th Street.  I didn’t head to the 
hotel, though.  This time I went to the southeast corner of the intersection 
(kitty-corner from the hotel and just eat of the actual airport).  This is the site 
of the Pueblo Grande Museum. 

 
One of the Chihuly works 

 

 Pueblo Grande is an active archeological site that is excavating a settlement of the Hohokam people, who lived in the Phoenix 

area from about the time of Christ until around the year 1450.  They were an agricultural people who built a complex network of irrigation 

canals.  As its Spanish name implies, Pueblo Grande was a “big town” that included a temple mound, residential sites, a ball court (which 

reminded me of the Maya sites we saw in the Yucatan), gardens, and a trash mound—among other things.  All of these are ruins, which 

have been excavated and preserved in various states of repair.  Some of the specific buildings have been completely rebuilt, while others 

show only foundations. 

 

 The excavation here started after artifacts were discovered during airport construction in the 1960s.  It continues today, and it 

was fascinating to see the archaeological techniques used in different eras.  There’s a nice museum at Pueblo Grande, and also a trail 

that takes you past the main parts of the settlement and to the top of the temple mound.  While I’d thought of the visit mostly as a way to 

fill time, it really was quite interesting to see. 

 



   
Temple mound, reconstructed home, and ball court – Pueblo Grande Museum 

 

 After seeing Pueblo Grande I caught a train and headed back to Mesa.  I went further east than I went the previous night.  This 

time I ended up at Main Street and Mesa Drive, just a couple stops from the end of the line.  The trip took about fifty minutes, and I spent 

most of it listening to a couple of young black men who were sitting behind me.  They spoke loud enough so that the whole car could hear 

them.  Like most people in greater Phoenix, neither of them was actually from Arizona.  One had been born in Sudan, grew up in Chicago, 

and graduated from high school in Omaha.  He apparently had an athletic scholarship to Arizona State, but lost the scholarship for some 

reason.  The other guy was from what he kept calling “Cali”.  (I guess the “-fornia” must be implied.  I think specifically he was from Long 

Beach.)  They both discussed what living in “A – Z” (which seems to be a common abbreviation for “Arizona” in speech as well as writing) 

was like.  The first guy really liked the weather here.  He said he was always cold in the Midwest and complained that it never goes over 

100 degrees there.  The second guy didn’t care much for Arizona’s weather, but he liked the Phoenix area because it was a lot cheaper 

than L.A. 

 

 As the conversation progressed, their talk turned to the various drugs each of the guys had done.  Mind you, they were talking 

in a train car where any of dozens of passengers (and a security guard, for that matter) could hear what they were saying.  I gather that 

both men smoke marijuana frequently (and Arizona is one of the most recent states to legalize cannabis).  They’ve both tried many other 

drugs, too—including cocaine, heroin, and “uppers”.  I wonder if that might not be the reason the first guy lost his athletic scholarship. 

 

 
Mesa & Main light rail station, with artwork depicting Mormon heritage 

 I went through Mesa’s historic 
downtown.  It looks a lot like Chandler’s, but it 
isn’t as well decorated.  Then I saw two of the 
town’s big points of interest—the Arizona Temple 
and Pioneer Park.  Mesa was originally founded 
by Mormons, and it is the site of the first of three 
LDS temples in the Phoenix area.  I just snapped 
a few pictures of the outside, which honestly 
looks kind of weird.  It’s like an old Midwestern 
courthouse surrounded by palm trees. 
 
 Pioneer Park honors all the people who 
have settled in Mesa over the years, but mostly 
those original Mormons. They have a sculpture of 
Mormon pioneers that looks remarkably like one 
I saw a few years ago in Salt Lake City. 
 
 The  trip to  Mesa  really  was  just  to fill  

time, and I don’t recommend anyone else go there on a whim.  I’d gone north, south, and west of central Phoenix, though, so I figured it 

was appropriate to check out what was east.  I only stayed until an eastbound train arrived, though, and then I was on my way again. 

 

 I rode back to Priest and Washington in Tempe.  There was a bus at the stop there when I arrived, but unfortunately I couldn’t 

board it.  Only ever other bus 56 goes north into Papago Park.  The route mostly serves the western part of Chandler, and the other 

buses terminate at Priest and Washington. 

 

 When the next bus came, I rode back north to the zoo.  I had bought a day/night ticket that let me see the Zoo Lights display.  I 

got to the zoo just shortly after they turned on the lights at 5:30pm. 

 

 Years ago Margaret and I went to Zoo Lights in Portland, the city that originated the idea.  I’ve also seen similar displays in New 

Orleans and Chicago.  They are fun to look at, though if I hadn’t had time to kill, I don’t know that I’d have gone out of my way to see the 

display in Phoenix.  It was mostly sold as a romantic thing for couples to do or a fun outing for families with kids.  The attendance was 

actually sparse, because again rain was threatening.  It never did actually rain while I was there, though.  I spent about an hour re-walking 

the trails.  I couldn’t see most of the real animals this time (though I did see a bald eagle I hadn’t noticed before), but I  did enjoy all the 

lights.  Probably most interesting were 3-D “lanterns” they’d set up on the grounds that were like a much nicer version of lawn balloons.  

They were very realistic portrayals of a wide range of animals that all lit up from the inside.  I enjoyed them, and it was fun to see the rest 

of the lights as well. 



 Interestingly the driver who had taken me north to the zoo was the 
same one who picked me up an hour later.  He was driving a different bus 
this time, though.  Like many cities (Chicago and Minneapolis, for sure) 
Phoenix had a “holiday bus” that’s decked out with garlands and has 
seasonal stickers on the windows.  It was fun to ride in that particular bus, 
particularly after having just seen the zoo lights. 
 

 I rode back down to Priest and Washington, where I stopped to have 
my last meal in Phoenix.  I ate at an outlet of a local chain that seems to be 
everywhere in the Valley of the Sun.  Filberto’s sells American-style Mexican 
food very cheaply.  I had two chicken tacos and three taquitos covered in a 
mountain of cheese for under five bucks—including tax.  I splurged and got 
another paleta (a commercially produced one from the freezer case).  That 
set me back just $1.50 more.  It was far from the best meal I’ve ever eaten, 
but it wasn’t a bad one. 
 
 I  returned to  the hotel and picked up my bags.   The woman at the  

 
Phoenix holiday bus 

desk seemed to be fishing for a tip, but when she literally did nothing but wheel the bag over to me, that really didn’t seem appropriate.  I 

made my way back to the rail station, walking in the street this time to avoid the homeless people on the sidewalk.  Then I went up the 

escalator to the skywalk that connects with the people mover.  My last view of the issues in Phoenix was a bum sleeping on the floor, 

right next to a “passengers and employees only” sign. 

 

 I changed clothes before going through security.  I’d brought two pairs of pants with me, and I wanted to be wearing the one that 

didn’t need a belt.  The security area at Terminal 3 in Phoenix had fifteen lanes, but unfortunately only two of them were open this evening.  

It didn’t help matters that they were slow in replenishing bins, but then they barked at one passenger when he attempted to get a bin from 

an empty lane.  They required that pretty much every type of item be put in separated bins, and that slowed down the whole process. 

 

 It was right at 8pm when I made it through security.  Only after I was on the secure side of the airport did I receive a text that my 

flight would be delayed.  The text said we’d be leaving 41 minutes late, though it would end up being more.  There wasn’t really anything 

I could do about that, and I was glad that I had a generous transfer time. 

 

 Mostly I worked on this travelogue while I waited.  The most interesting thing I saw in the crowded gate area was a janitor riding 

a big machine he was using to clean the carpet.  He had to go over each area time and time again to get it looking good; it really seemed 

like a simple vacuum would have been more effective—or perhaps not having carpet at all in such a high-traffic area. 

 

 Almost every Delta flight from Phoenix was delayed in some way, which created total chaos throughout the terminal.  It certainly 

didn’t help that Delta had multiple flights scheduled in the evening to all their hubs around the country, and it wasn’t entirely clear which 

flight was which.  An elderly couple had their flight to Salt Lake City cancelled earlier in the day, and while I was watching I saw them try 

to board two different SLC flights only to be told that those weren’t theirs.  I think they finally got on a flight that was leaving at 4am. 

 

 
 

 As Tuesday became Wednesday they announced that our flight to Atlanta would be delayed even more.  It was originally 

scheduled to leave at 12:50am, and after two postponements they gave a time of 1:56am.  However the incoming plane (apparently from 

Seattle) didn’t arrive after 1:00am, and it took a full half-hour for the passengers to file out.  Then they discovered a minor mechanical 

problem that had to be dealt with.   

 

 When the plane arrived I used the restroom and took my evening medication.  A restroom was really necessary for this, since 

injecting insulin is something that pretty much has to be done in private.  When I got back to the gate area someone else had taken the 

seat I had been in.  I figured we’d be boarding pretty soon, though, so I just stood fairly near the gate. 

 

 The boarding process was extremely disorganized.  The gate attendant announced pre-boarding (disabled people and families 

with children), and then she announced first class and members of the military.  She never did announce any other boarding groups, 

though.  The reason is that she was busy trying to help a swarm of people who had come to the counter asking for help because with the 

delay they would not be able to make their connecting flights.  The flight was a wide-body double-aisle plane (an Airbus A330), and that 

meant there were a lot of customers with potential conflicts.  There was also confusion because there were several passengers with 

disabilities but only one person who was authorized to push a wheelchair down the jetway.  What they really needed was a separate 

customer service agent and perhaps additional wheelchair pushers, so the gate agent could handle boarding the plane.  Most likely 

staffing was light because so many flights had been delayed until the wee hours. 

 

 Since the gate agent wasn’t calling any boarding groups and her assistant (a guy wearing a safety vest who probably spends 

most of his day signaling planes where to park) just let everyone self-scan their boarding passes, there was no order at all for boarding.  

I was toward the middle of the pack, as were several other “comfort plus” passengers.  One of these was extremely upset that people in 



regular economy had boarded the plane before her, while another person (a member of the military) was upset because he hadn’t 

understood the announcement calling people in the service to board.  Both of them complained to the assistant, with the woman using 

quite vulgar language.  I felt sorry for the guy; he was just trying to keep the line moving. 

 

 Shortly after I took my seat the pilot announced that we should be departing in twenty minutes.  The customers kept coming and 

coming and coming, though.  According to Delta, our plane had 281 seats, and with all the people who had been bumped from other 

flights, every seat was full.  The A330 has just one door, and it takes a long time for that many people to enter, find their seat, and stow 

their luggage.  Our official departure time (when they closed the door to the plane; not when we were in the air) was 2:19am, about an 

hour and a half behind schedule. 

 

 We started to push back at 2:21am, but the was another delay while the flight attendants dealt with three people who were 

refusing to buckle their seatbelts and one woman who refused to stow her luggage properly until finally the stewardess just grabbed the 

bag forcefully and placed it overhead.  Fortunately there were no other planes waiting on the taxiway, so we were finally in the air at 

2:30am Mountain Time.  Once we were airborne there was the obligatory drink and cookie service, so they didn’t dim the lights until after 

three o’clock. 

 

 Fortunately none of my flights on this trip had any of the people who argued over COVID masks that have been in the headlines 

lately.  That stood out, because I did actually doze off a bit during this flight, and while I was asleep my own mask fell off.  I spent a long 

time searching for it while attempting to cover my nose and mouth with my cap.  I did eventually find it right in the middle of the aisle—

and, unlike the masks I had last summer, the ear strap still worked properly. 

 

 I may have rested my eyes, but I certainly didn’t sleep well.  The total flight time from Phoenix to Atlanta is just over three hours, 

and nearly half of that was occupied with take-off, drink service, and landing.  Our official arrival time in Atlanta was 7:36am Eastern Time.  

The taxi was surprisingly short for a huge airport, and before long we were at Gate F-2. 

 

 The Delta phone app said that my flight back to Des Moines would be leaving from Gate D-38, but when I checked the video 

displays the only Des Moines flight was leaving from the E-concourse.  I double-checked, and it had a different number than my flight, 

and I certainly hoped they hadn’t cancelled the flight I was booked on. 

 

 I found my way to the underground “Plane Train”, Atlanta Airport’s automated people mover.  The trains in Atlanta are about 

three times the size of those in Phoenix, and they come more frequently too.  One interesting feature is that the recordings announce the 

concourses using the NATO phonetic alphabet (“F, like in ‘foxtrot’; E, like in ‘echo’”).  There is one exception to that, though, and that was 

the concourse where I got off.  To avoid confusion with Delta Airlines, they say “David” instead of “Delta” to reference the letter “D”.  I 

must say I felt properly honored. 

 

 Perhaps needless to say D-38 was clear at the opposite end of the concourse from where the Plane Train entrance was.  Atlanta 

Airport is just old enough that they don’t have moving walkways on most concourses, so I had to walk the whole way.  When I arrived the 

gate was boarding a flight to Birmingham, Alabama, but there was a tiny line on the sign that said the next flight from that gate would 

indeed by my flight to Des Moines. 

 

 Once I’d confirmed the gate, I wanted to get a bite of breakfast or at least some coffee to start the day.  Unfortunately that was 

all but impossible on Concourse D at Hartsfield—Jackson International Airport.  In theory there are plenty of restaurants there, but even 

after 8am the majority of them weren’t open.  Some appeared to be permanently closed (probably due to COVID), while others looked 

like they would only be serving later in the day.  The one place that served coffee (another Einstein Bagels outlet) had a line that extended 

past three other stores.  They did have a couple of pop machines (with a price of $3.75 a bottle), and those machines said they accepted 

1, 5, and 10-dollar bills.  I had a nice crisp five, but the machine kept spitting it out.  I’d have to wait until I got on the plane to get my 

caffeine fix. 

 

 Flight 4917 began boarding at 9:35am.  While there was some confusion because the gate agents for five nearby gates kept 

talking over each other, overall this was a much smoother boarding process than the one in Phoenix.  It certainly helped that flights to 

Des Moines hadn’t been cancelled, so no one had been bumped onto this flight.  In fact, I think there were fewer than the expected 

passengers because of people who were unable to make their connections in Atlanta.  One small issue was that just about everyone had 

to valet-check their luggage.  That’s because our plane was a Canadair regional jet, which has much less overhead storage than the 

Embraer we’d flown on from Des Moines to Salt Lake City. 

 

 There were several empty seats in the comfort plus section.  The entire row in front of me was empty, but they’d chosen to seat 

one of the few passengers who was re-scheduled onto this flight right next to me.  When they closed the door (at 9:55—four minutes 

ahead of schedule), a woman across the aisle from me jumped out of her seat like a cartoon character and claimed the empty row for 

herself. 

 

 We pushed back at 10:01, but we spent a good ten minutes on the tarmac before finally taking off.  The flight was uneventful, 

and I even got half an hour or so more sleep.  We landed in Des Moines at 11:06 Central Time, which was almost thirteen minutes early. 

 



 The first thing I did after reclaiming my bag was to dig out the winter coat I’d stowed in there.  I may have sweated in it in Phoenix, 

but the temperature in Des Moines when we landed was just 12 degrees.  I also used the restroom and then made my way back to the 

parking ramp. 

 

 Not only was it much colder now than when I left, but they’d obviously gotten some ice in Des Moines.  It was hard to open both 

the door and the trunk, and the driver’s window was frozen shut.  That was precisely what I wanted to avoid by parking in the ramp, but 

when the only available spaces were on the top level, it was no different than being in a lot.   

 

 Since my window wouldn’t open, I had to get out of the car to scan the ticket and then a credit card to pay the steep $75 parking 

fee.  There was an additional complication since the machine didn’t want to accept my credit card.  The entire complex is unstaffed, so 

I’m not sure what I was supposed to do if I hadn’t eventually gotten it to work. 

 

 I hadn’t eaten anything other than Delta’s ginger snaps since those tacos at Filberto’s, and I was getting rather hungry.  So I 

decided to stop at Casey’s to get a couple slices of pizza.  Only after I’d done that did I check my e-mail and find out Paul had said that 

Nancy had prepared lunch for me.  I’d love to have had her ham, but there was really no need for two lunches. 

 

 I visited a bit with Paul, and then I went down to briefly visit Steve at his home in Oskaloosa.  That may not have been the wisest 

decision, because while I was visiting Steve it began to snow.  It was just flurries in Osky, but the further north I went, the worse the roads 

got.  I’d made a reservation for the night at the Quality Inn in Grinnell, and it was a very slow drive up there.  I was thankful that highway 

146 was resurfaced fairly recently and had a rumble strip over its center lines.  There’s a pretty big drop-off along much of the road, so of 

course I wanted to hug the center.  The lines were completely invisible, but the rumble strip let me know where I was.  I gripped the wheel 

tight enough that my hand ached when I got to the hotel.  I don’t think I could have driven another mile. 

 

 I ended up having dinner from Casey’s as well as lunch.  This was a healthier choice than pizza, though.  They’re selling prepared 

salads now, and I got a very nice chef salad.  It was a bit on the pricey side ($6.99), but it was good. 

 

 The Quality Inn is far from the best place I’ve ever stayed.  It apparently used to be a Day’s Inn (at least they’d slapped a sticker 

with the Quality Inn logo over a Day’s Inn logo on the rate notice on the door to my room), and it’s unclear why they switched brands.  

The furniture was old and beat-up, and there were dents in the wall.  The price was right, though, and at least I was out of the storm. 

 

 I forced myself to stay up until the ten o’clock news came on TV, since I didn’t want to have my body clock off.  Once I did go to 

bed, I slept very soundly. 

 

 
 

 I woke up around 6:30 and quickly got cleaned up and ready.  I then went to the hotel breakfast room.  Their spread looked good 

on the surface, but when I actually tried the food, it was disgusting.  The eggs and sausage must have been reheated for three or four 

days; they were almost completely dried out.  In the end all I ended up having was a single muffin and some rather nasty coffee. 

 

 No one was at the desk, and they’d slipped a folio under my door, so I just left my keys on the counter and left.  The streets in 

Grinnell were now plowed, which was a good sign that I could travel safely.  Interstate 80 was mostly just wet, though there were a few 

slippery spots in places.  One of those had obviously caught a trucker.  I could tell he had jack-knifed quite recently, because his lights 

were still on. 

 

 I made it to the Des Moines area without a problem, and then I stopped in Ankeny.  I was planning to have breakfast at Burger 

King, but it appeared their dining room was closed.  Most places in Iowa have re-opened since COVID, but this Burger King still seemed 

to be drive-through only.  I ended up getting an Egg McMuffin instead.  I also bought some more gas at Casey’s, and then I was on my 

way again. 

 

 I-35 was better than I-80, and by the time I got past Ames there were only a few patches of snow beside the shoulder.  The one 

other questionable part of the drive was the very last stretch from Humboldt to Algona.  There had been no snow at all here, but there 

was fog and mist.  The temperature was well below freezing, and I wasn’t really sure what mist would do to the road when it was that 

cold.  There was some slipperiness, especially at intersections.  Fortunately highway 169 runs arrow straight, so it wasn’t too much of a 

problem. 

 

 I got home shortly before 11am.  I unpacked and then finished up this travelogue.  My apartment was downright cold, and it took 

hours to fully warm the place up.  It’s was unusually warm when I left, and the temperatures in Phoenix (highs in the low 60s) weren’t that 

much different from what early December was here in Iowa.  It was in the 20s today, though, and the forecast for the weekend was 15 

below zero.  Clearly I was no longer in the Valley of the Sun. 

 

 

 



 
 

 I’ll tack on a couple of extra paragraphs before wrapping this up.  I made this trip mostly because I had an airfare credit that had 

to be used up.  Originally I’d planned to go to New York City a year ago at Christmas, but that was cancelled when New York went on 

lockdown for COVID.  The NYC trip changed to a trip to Los Angeles last Christmas, but that too was cancelled when California made it 

clear visitors were not welcome until things calmed down with the pandemic.  I might have been able to go to either of those places this 

year, but it’s probably good that I didn’t.  With the rise in cases this winter, both New York and California have cancelled a lot of things 

(like the Radio City Christmas Show and several football bowl games). 

 

 I chose Phoenix as the replacement for last year’s trips mostly because it was the largest American city I hadn’t been to.  (After 

this trip, that distinction will go to Charlotte.)  I technically was there last summer when I had a long layover at Sky Harbor Airport, but I 

certainly didn’t see anything in the city.  In addition to just seeing someplace new, I thought it might be fun to spend the holidays in a 

place with a reputation for warmth.  Phoenix in winter is actually mild rather than hot, but it was something different. 

 

 I did enjoy this trip, but it’s unlikely I’ll ever go back to Phoenix.  I certainly don’t plan to be one of those snowbirds who heads to 

Arizona every winter.  Indeed it’s hard to imagine anything I’d like less than that.  Phoenix strikes me as having all the disadvantages of 

a big city, with very few of the advantages.  It has some of the worst air pollution I’ve encountered in a long time, there’s litter all over the 

place, and there’s a huge problem with homelessness. 

 
People speak of Los Angeles as being “suburbs 

in search of a city”, but Phoenix would be a far better 
example of that concept.  The whole metro area just seems 
like a collection of shopping strips, warehouses, and 
cheaply built housing.  No matter where you are in 
Phoenix, you’re a long way from anywhere else, and 
there’s nothing much different about any of those places.  
The setting for Phoenix is pretty, but much of the time the 
mountains are blocked by housing developments and 
billboards.  More than once in Phoenix I thought of the 
song “Big Yellow Taxi” and the line “They paved paradise 
and put up a parking lot”. 

 
 Steve asked me if the people in Phoenix were 
friendly.  I can’t say they really struck me one way or 
another.  They certainly weren’t unfriendly, but they did 
come across as more  distant than people in many places. 

 
Typical blocked view of the mountains in Phoenix 

I suspect that may be because it’s such a transient place.  Less than a fourth of the adults in Arizona were born there, so for most people 

it really isn’t home.  Everyone is still getting their own bearings, so they don’t want to be bothered with welcoming other people. 

 

 Again, I didn’t dislike Phoenix, but there are literally dozens of other places I’d rather return before going back to Arizona.  This 

was a fun trip, though, and it was nice to check another place off my visiting list. 

 

 … And I’ll finish this off by noting that when I got home I discovered a dead mouse in my kitchen.  I’ll certainly keep the poison 

around for a while, but let’s hope that’s the last rodent I encounter. 


